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This book is dedicated to the three jewels in my crown: Mia McPherson, Kaori Fujita and Lisa Woodward.

Ladies, this one’s for you!


God, protect me from my friends. I can handle my enemies . . .



CHAPTER 1


Wifey

A little privacy, please?” Red lifted her right eyebrow as she studied Q, who was leaning against the granite-topped vanity in the oversized bathroom. She noticed how his hands were balled into fists—fists which could easily pummel her to death. Q’s knuckles blanched as he gripped the counter’s edge. It was easy to imagine him slipping on a pair of brass knuckles at any moment. She didn’t want to think of what he might do to her—that is, if things didn’t work out.

“Pee, bitch! Knock it off and drop them pants!” Q screamed.

Red slowly began to slip her True Religion jeans down to just above her knees. The more Q screamed at her to hurry, the more she began to calculate her next move. “Fuck you, nigga! Can a bitch piss in peace, goddamn it?”

“As many times I done ran up in that pussy, I know you ain’t worried about me seeing it now.” Q refused to take his eyes off Red for even a second. Detroit, Michigan, niggas were clever and calculating. They didn’t trust anyone, including females. It was a dog-eat-dog world on the streets of Detroit and females weren’t immune to getting a beat-down by a nigga in the game.

Q stood an even six feet with dark brown eyes and dark hair that he kept cut in a low faded Caesar. With Shemar Moore looks, his outward appearance hid a dark past. Q hustled with a vengeance and felt that life owed him something. At first, his future included a career as a professional football player, but a knee injury changed all of that. So, the streets gave him the fame and power that a professional sports career would have. He reaped all the benefits and recognition of a celebrity.

Red, trying to gain control over the situation, used another tactic in her huge arsenal to calm Q down a notch. Getting up off of the toilet and pulling her pants back up, she walked over to him and touched his arm. “Q, would it be so bad if—”

“How would I know it’s mine? Y’all some trick-ass bitches and this is y’all’s number one game!” he interrupted.

Her tactic failed. Damn! It didn’t work, she thought.

“Nigga, ain’t nobody tryin’ to trick yo’ ass. What the fuck make you think I wanna be carrying your seed?”

“See, your whole tone changed just like that.” Q snapped his fingers. “Y’all bitches is scandalous, always tryin’ to fuck wit’ a nigga.” He folded his arms and got comfortable, as if he had all the time in the world to wait.

“Scandalous?” Red shouted. She rolled her hazel eyes and sat back on the toilet as Q glared at her.

“Did I stutter? You heard what I said . . . scandalous! Shit, in my twenty-four years, I done seen some bullshit from y’all hos.” Q stared Red dead in her eyes and pointed. “Now piss in that cup so I can dip this stick to see if the line turns pink.”

“Nigga, this is ridiculous. After all this time, this is what I’m reduced to? A pregnancy test?” Red was intentionally stalling. “It’s gon’ turn pink, and then what, nigga?”

Q shook his head, tired of Red talkin’ shit. “Just piss already. Damn.”

•  •  •

In the “D,” niggas had to maintain their manhood by not allowing shiesty-ass women to fuck over their dicks. But Q had a weakness for a woman carrying his baby, and Red knew this. Like most other men in his line of work, Q wanted some part of his own flesh and blood to carry on his legacy in the event of his demise. Q was no stranger to responsibility and doing the right thing, and felt guilty denying a child and mother when he knew damn well he had enough money to take care of them. He held resentment in his heart for his own daddy for abandoning him, his mother and four siblings when he was young, and vowed to never be like him.

This made Q an attractive and lucrative target. He had already been tricked on a couple of occasions when he was a youngster. And to make matters worse, neither of the two children even looked like him.

Then one day he spotted one of his kids at the mall with some guy who was rumored to be the “real” father. Q had been taking care of the little bastard for two years. Come to find out, the baby’s mother, Rochelle, had both Q and the dude pushing a stroller loaded with shopping bags thinking they were the father. She was playing both of them niggas for their cheese. All she cared about was their money and how much they were spending on her. From that moment in the mall, Q got hip to the bitch. He waited several days, giving her just enough time to snooze, and caught her out at a club and put his “act right” on her ass.

Always a man of his word, and not one to waste time barking about shit he couldn’t make good on, Q gave her a thorough ass-whipping till she begged for mercy. His wrath curtailed any other woman from trying that shit again, at least on him. Ho-checking was simple—do it in front of other hos, and they all got the picture. After teaching Rochelle not to mess with a nigga from the streets, Q did what most men do—he bounced, leaving her with no dick, no money, and a screamin’-ass kid.

Now hip to most of the games played by the sack-chasers, Q had gotten to the point where he packed his own jimmys and placed them on his nine-inch dick himself. When he was done handling his business, he disposed of them in a napkin and placed the napkin in his pocket to be discarded later. Hell, for all he knew, bitches would open the used condoms and try to get some sperm to inseminate themselves, in the hopes of getting knocked up. Whatever the case, he wasn’t having it.

Red and Q had known each other in passing, spotting each other at the hot spots and concerts. He peeped her when she was with her girls, and he holla’d at her. They even went as far as exchanging numbers and talking a time or two on the phone. They just kept it cool. Red didn’t give him too much play because she was “with” Bacon and didn’t want to mess that up. And there was no reason for her to leave her green grass for unknown pastures. But once Bacon went away, she needed to have a man around, and Q was willing.

For some reason, Q felt Red was different. He gave her credit for being above the chickenhead games that most girls played. But he was soon regretting his judgment, and found she was a wolf in sheep’s clothing.

•  •  •

Red was the street E. F. Hutton; when she spoke, everybody listened. On this particular day, she found herself hemmed up in a bathroom at the Renaissance Hotel. Out of all the things she could’ve been doing on such a pleasant afternoon, she was in a plush hotel bathroom, running game, as usual.

Red wasn’t your average bitch, though. Don’t get it fucked up; she was a cold showstopper and she knew it. She had an average build; nothing was too big or too small. Her complexion was her star attraction. It was toffee-colored with a reddish hue, flawless, not a pimple in sight. Her mom’s Puerto Rican genes gave her long, curly red hair with just the right luster. Her hazel eyes were courtesy of her father.

She could put a halt to rush-hour traffic with her Puerto Rican beauty complemented by African-American features. Her angelic smile and heavenly white teeth were the perfect cover for being as foul as she wanted to be. Always rockin’ her game face, she knew how to bat her Cover Girl lashes and mesmerize even the hardest nigga into being an unwitting victim.

Oddly, Red had a rough edge about her that she combined with a powerful sex appeal. Her malicious ways were masked by her million-dollar smile. Always dressed to perfection, Red expressed her femininity by the length of her heels, whether they were sandals, boots or slides. This automatically gave her five feet, five inches of height the presence of a giant and she carried herself as such.

Red was definitely a dime, no doubt, but her ways made her ugly. Nobody and nothing could keep her from doing her dirt. Not only was Red a vindictive person, she also was a master dissembler. Living life in a New York state of mind, her goal was to get rich at all costs, regardless of who was hurt in the process. Red believed that there was no Lady Luck. Every opportunity meant preparation. She was convinced that success was not all that mysterious, and life was a game that needed to be played. And when it came to her, there were no rules—and it was always her turn.

•  •  •

“Okay, can you get me a glass of water from the bar?” Red asked in a meek whisper.

“No, bitch, we gon’ stay up in dis piece until you pee. I don’t give a damn if it takes all day or all night.” Q was getting more vexed by the moment. He couldn’t believe that Red was wasting his time. He didn’t know why she had picked a hotel to tell him this. As far as he was concerned a corner gas station would have been just fine. Not only had she picked a hotel, she picked the most expensive one in Detroit.

She sat on the toilet and rested her face in both of her hands. Q couldn’t tell if she was crying or not. He didn’t give a damn, either.

Looking at his diamond-studded Chopard watch, and then back at Red, Q noticed the room had gone silent. He prayed that she was not pregnant and vowed that although the pussy was some of the best, he wouldn’t be caught dead fucking her again.

One question kept coming to mind: How did this happen? Q was the most careful with Red. Despite her complaints, he used protection every time. But, there was that one time . . . His rational mind couldn’t determine how she had gotten the slip on him. Q often thought if she wasn’t so scandalous, he would wife Red in a heartbeat, but she couldn’t be trusted. It made no damn sense why someone so fine kept shit going all the damn time.

Over and over Q began to regret the decision to fuck her raw. People say that a man thinks with the wrong head, and now Q realized that the old saying was true. He sucked his teeth in disgust.

The next thing he knew, Red had diverted his attention from the matter at hand. He looked on as she slowly leaned back against the rear of the toilet. She spread her legs and began to rub her clit. She looked up at Q and began to lick her lips in a suggestive manner.

“We gon’ waste this room and our time on this shit when I could be breakin’ you off a little somethin’ somethin’.” Red flashed her most irresistible smile.

“Look, Red, piss in the cup in two minutes or I’m leaving.” The longer he waited, the more irritated he became.

Without saying a word, Red spread the lips of her pussy and fingered her clit a little more. She took the same two fingers and sucked them. Damn! She don’t fight fair, he thought. Red knew he had a thing for watching her masturbate. He couldn’t help the bulge that began to rise in his jeans, and he watched Red stare at his erection, licking her lips with appreciation.

Q walked over to Red and cupped the back of her head. Red leaned forward, lifted his T-shirt and blew on his stomach. She reached down to her pussy again, and then lifted her hand to Q’s lips for a taste. He sucked on her fingers, sliding his tongue up and down them as he closed his eyes and relaxed into the rhythm of the foreplay.

Meanwhile, Red pushed her other hand into her pussy.

“Wait! I got to pee!” Red pushed Q back. The force caused him to open his eyes and stumble just a bit. Red grabbed the cup and spread her legs wider. She only filled the cup up halfway. She quickly handed Q the partially filled cup.

“Here, nigga.” Red continued to pee into the toilet. The trickling sound of the stream was music to both of them.

Red tore off the toilet paper, wiped herself and pulled up her hip-hugger jeans. Q leaned on the sink again with his jeans slightly undone. Red teasingly brushed up against him while she washed her hands and smoothed out her ponytail. She grabbed her Louis Vuitton handbag and searched inside for her lip gloss. As she applied it, she watched Q study her every move in the mirror. She seductively licked her lips.

“Well? Do your fuckin’ test,” she demanded.

Q hesitated. Maybe he shouldn’t have put Red through all of this. But it’s impossible for her to be pregnant. The bitch has to be lying, he thought.

Red stepped into the other side of the suite and lay on the bed, flipping TV channels.

Q nervously placed the dipper into the tiny cup of urine. He put the stick on the counter and gazed into the mirror as he waited for the verdict.

The stick stayed white for a long time and he wondered how he would kick Red’s ass in the ritzy hotel without going to jail.

He buttoned and zipped his jeans. As he buckled his belt he paused. Suddenly, the white stick turned a strong pink. Q grabbed the box and reread the instructions.

Clear indicates a negative result. Pink indicates the presence of the hormone that indicates pregnancy.

“Pink for YES!” he whispered to himself. “Damn, she sho’ IS pregnant!”

Q walked into the suite and saw Red curled into a fetal position, with her hand resting on her stomach. He lay down beside her and moved her ponytail to one side to kiss the back of her neck. Q used his index finger to trace the hidden Chinese tattoo that ran down her back and across her shoulders.

Red opened her eyes, which were hidden from his view, and a wicked smile spread across her face.

Got him!

Q began to undress Red and she put up no resistance.

“Wait, I got to pee again.” Red slipped off the bed and into the bathroom. “I’ll be right back,” she whispered.

Inside the bathroom, Red removed the tiny tube that she had inserted into her vagina earlier that day. While Q’s eyes were closed, she’d loosened the stopper on the vial that contained the dummy piss; then she’d pushed her fingers inside her vagina and released the liquid into the cup. She now wrapped it in tissue paper and placed it in her purse. Red gazed into the mirror to admire her work. She winked at her reflection and thought, Here’s looking at you, bitch!

Red returned to the room to sex Q down for the last time. She slowly walked toward the bed and stopped at the foot of it. She slid her T-shirt over her head to reveal her supple breasts. As she crawled onto the bed, Q spread his legs and exhaled deeply. Red was determined to be as tender and gentle as she could be. She smiled at Q and his once stressed expression began to soften.

When Red lay on top of him, she felt his muscles relax. She trailed small kisses up his midsection until she reached his navel. She circled his navel, dipping her tongue in and out. Q began to moan aloud, increasing Red’s arousal. Giving pleasure was as easy to her as breathing. Red’s goal was to put into Q’s mind that this was love and not just another time around the track. As Red licked upward, she found his erect nipples. She began to suck on them, discovering a pleasure point on his body that even he didn’t know was there.

“Umm, baby,” Q moaned as Red nibbled harder on his puckered right nipple. She flicked her tongue over his sensitive spot and sucked harder and harder. She heard the faint rhythm of his heartbeat grow louder and stronger. Red moved to the left nipple and shifted to the right side of his body.

Q began to roam her body with his hands. As he grabbed her ass cheeks with his hands, they began a rhythmic winding. Q gave it his best shot as well. He had never given Red, or any woman for that matter, some head, but when it came to sex, Red was top-shelf and she never failed to bring the freak out in him. Q pulled Red up to where his mouth could meet hers. As his tongue slid in and out of her mouth, he circled her lips with the tip of his tongue and made sucking motions that took her breath away.

Q rolled Red over onto her back and spread her legs. Diligently, he began to move his head downward to suck her clit. With his forefinger and thumb, he penetrated her a bit and then slurped her clit until it became harder and harder. Even as she neared climax, Red refused to allow the pleasure to cloud her mind. No matter how good it felt, she couldn’t dare allow some bomb-ass head to interfere with her plan. With the money she was about to gas Q for, Red knew that another climax like the one she was about to have was just a vibrator away.

Without a doubt, Red knew that with a baby on the way, Q would try to wife her. However, she didn’t want to be his wifey. She wanted to be his beneficiary and that was just what she planned to be. She wanted to have her cake and be able to eat it, too.

“Don’t stop! Yeah, suck it right there, daddy,” Red said, moaning. She grabbed the back of his head to make certain he didn’t move. In many respects Red was like a man; wasn’t nothing like getting that clit licked. Shit, Red understood men and why they always wanted their dicks sucked. The fact was, that shit felt good.

“Ooh . . . oh . . . um,” Red groaned, pulling Q’s head deeper into her legs as she exploded. Q emerged with cum dripping down his cheeks, his goatee filled with the slimy remnants of what shot from between her thighs.

Q rose to his feet, wearing a pleased look because he’d satisfied Red. He kissed her and, without wasting time, forcefully penetrated her pussy. The way he humped like a dog in heat, Red realized that eating the na-na was a turn-on for a man as well as for a woman. And the fact that she screamed his name made the beast in Q’s sex game come out. Q fucked Red like he wanted to tear her a brand-new pussy.

After a simultaneous climax, the two collapsed into a panting, sweating heap. When her breathing slowed down and her heart stopped trotting, Red noticed that the air smelled like boodussy. She crept over to the window and opened it to air out the room. Next, she led Q to the shower, where the afterplay continued.

•  •  •

Spent, Q and Red lay intertwined in each other’s arms all afternoon, thinking of baby names and making plans.

“QJ. I like that one if it’s a boy,” Q suggested.

“QJ?” Red asked, circling her finger on his chest.

“Yeah, Quentin Junior, or Q Junior.”

Red didn’t give a damn if the baby was named Duck Sauce. “Oh, yeah that is nice. QJ.” She nodded.

“Or if it’s a girl, we could name her after my mother, Patricia,” Q continued.

“Oh, your mom. That would be nice,” Red said. “Don’t you think it’s kind of early to be discussing names, though? I mean, I’m only about four weeks pregnant.” She figured that would give her a few months before she was supposed to start showing.

Q shook his head. “Names are hard, you know. They stay with the child forever. Yeah, I want something my child will be proud of.”

“Yep,” Red agreed. “Whatever you want, Daddy, you got it.”

“You just take care of yourself. Stop that bullshit, Red. Seriously, I want a healthy baby. No more blunts. No more clubs, and no more muthafuckin’ trickin’. I swear, Red, I catch you at a club, it’s over. And if I catch you on that shit, then we gon’ have problems.”

Nigga knock you up, he think he own you. “True dat, baby, I hear you.” Red kissed him on the chin.

Q put his plan down with promises and assurances. He even added an apology for his skepticism. “Yo, Red. Baby, I’m sorry for doubting you. You know how it is. Women out here doing some foul shit for that cheddar, you know?” Red listened in silence and Q even saw the feistiness leave her demeanor. “I’m not wit’ bitches baby hustling. I’m gon’ work with you, though,” Q promised as he rubbed her shoulder. “You ain’t gon’ go through this alone.”

•  •  •

Q placed a phone call from his cell to his boy Ezekial and told him to deliver a package to the hotel. When the package arrived, Q gave Red detailed instructions. “Don’t open this bag until I leave. You’ll know that I’m ’bout it,” he said, then kissed Red on her forehead.

“Okay, Daddy,” Red replied.

Once Q left the suite and she heard the hotel door latch click, Red opened the package and removed a Crown Royal bag. Inside the bag was the most beautiful sight she had ever seen. There were three big knots of folded and rubber-banded $100 bills. Popping the first two bands loose, Red spread the money all over the bed, licking her thumb as she began to count.

When she got to $20,000 and had one more band to go, Red stopped counting. It didn’t even matter. She was hoping for ten grand and Q had already doubled her expectations.

Crime paid, but being “pregnant” paid better when you had skills. Satisfied with herself, Red quickly rubbed her hands together in an up and down motion. Overall, she hadn’t done bad for herself today. First, she had gotten a physical orgasm, and now she had reached a mental climax and that was the best of all. Power was Red’s motivation.

•  •  •

Many thoughts flooded Q’s mind as he walked through the lobby, trying to get out of what he thought was a bad dream. As he headed toward the exit, his best friend, Ezekial, who was waiting for him in the bar, ran after him. Ezekial was short and kinda stubby. He was that guy that was round about the middle, clean shaven with a bald head. Because Zeke had caught a cab, it was easy for the two men to jump into Q’s black Range Rover. Q turned the disc changer to his favorite, #5; the sounds of 50 Cent filled the car. Q drove down I-75 and moved into traffic before starting light conversation. Zeke could tell something was on his mind, so he tried to lighten the mood. Zeke’s voice came through with his favorite saying: “Every day is payday.”

“What’s up, Zeke?” Q asked.

“You got it, what’s good, Q. I didn’t think you was ever gon’ come downstairs. Was that pussy or business?” Ezekial asked.

“Nothin’, man, thanks for coming through,” Q responded.

A couple minutes later, Q took a deep breath, sighed and asked, “Do you remember that honey name Red?”

“Yeah, who could forget that scandalous bitch!” Zeke said, cracking the window.

“I was upstairs with her and man, she pregnant.”

“You ain’t fallen for that bullshit, nigga? Tell me it ain’t so?”

“Yeah, I thought the same thing, but I made her take a pregnancy test and well, it turned pink.”

“Pink! Nigga, fuck that schemin’ bitch. I told you not to fuck with her. No you didn’t run up in that hot-ass pussy raw?”

“Man, you know how it goes.”

“I told you about that bitch and the time when I fucked her in the hotel room, I woke up clipped of about five thousand. Damn pickpocket,” Zeke fussed, squirming in his seat. “Red swore on everything she loved that she was innocent. Then you turn around and bareback her and get caught out there.”

“Man, I can’t even remember fuckin’ her like that. That’s why I wanted a pregnancy test. What could I do but find out? Next I want a paternity test.”

“If you want me to make you feel better, you can forget it. That’s what the fuck you get,” Zeke said, moving his nine millimeter from his uncomfortable backside to his lap.

“Don’t do me like that, dog. I don’t even know what I’m gon’ do.”

“So you asking me for advice?” Zeke paused, then continued. “’Cause if I was you—I would get ghost on that whore in a minute. Tell her to lose your fuckin’ phone number.”

“Nah, you right. I can say fuck her, but I can’t go out like the average stereotype. I can’t turn my back on my seed. That’s about me and my character. But what I will do is make her have a paternity. I need to be sure the baby is mine.”

The two came off exit 71, East Grand Boulevard, in silence.



CHAPTER 2


The Letter

Two and a half weeks later . . .

Red,

I hope this scribe finds you in the best of health and spirits. I’m writing you to find out what in the hell is going on. I called the house and I heard you answer, but you didn’t accept my phone call. It’s been over three months since your last visit.

At mail call, I don’t get any letters, nothing. A nigga threw bricks at the penitentiary to take care of you and this is how you gonna do me? You just gonna turn your back on me and walk away like I wasn’t nothin’ to you? I moved you out of the projects. I took damn good care of yo’ ass.

Dre said he saw you riding around, flossing in my ride wit’ another nigga. When I see you, I’m gonna kick your muthafuckin’ ass. You a foul-ass, trifling, cutthroat, ungrateful whore.

These walls can’t hold me forever and when I hit them bricks, my size 12 is going straight up your ass. Bitch!! See me when they free me!

Bacon

Two-and-a-half weeks after pulling her scheme on Q, Red couldn’t believe that Bacon’s muthafuckin’ ass would have the audacity to write her some bullshit letter. Red was trying to hustle her way and here this nigga was trying to get emotional and bold on her ass.

She tossed the letter next to the stack of hundred-dollar bills that sat on the glass Pavori end table, which probably cost more than the average person’s entire living room set. She had seen it in a magazine at the spot where she got her massages and facials. She knew that nobody’s crib would be rockin’ anything like it, so she just had to have it. She had to have it so bad that she had it shipped all the way from Italy.

“Fuck dat mark-ass nigga,” Red said, huffing. In one smooth move, she took a pull from a blunt, let the smoke rush out the corner of her mouth, then passed it to her girlfriend Terry. Red was a realist. This was the real world and she needed cash given to her on a daily basis. Bacon’s money was yesterday’s money. After all, a fly bitch like Red never looked back. Old money was old news.

Red leaned over and picked up the bottle of orange OPI nail polish and started to polish her toes. “I don’t know what done crawled up in his ass. He must have dropped the soap again.” The girls burst out laughing. Their cackles floated throughout the house and echoed off the twenty-foot ceilings. When their raucous laughs subsided, Red’s tone turned serious. “It’s getting harder and harder to eat off of these niggas. Muthafuckas keep going to jail. Dumb asses can’t stay free. Don’t these niggas know that a rest, dress and impress type bitch like me needs a sponsor?” Though Red held a decent-paying job at one of the city’s most prestigious real estate firms, she had no intention of working hard for the rest of her life.

“Girl, you ig’nant,” Terry said as she finished off the blunt. She stood up from the butter-soft, cream-colored leather sectional sofa and stomped the butt out in the ashtray. She stumbled over to the full wet bar and helped herself to a glass of Rémy on the rocks.

“No, really. If I hadda saved a G for every money-getting, club-hanging, trick nigga that I met, then I would be rich. But now, if I had a G for every nigga asking me, ‘You gon’ ride wit’ me? Do this time with me?’” Red wiggled her toenails to dry them. “Nigga, please.”

“Girl, ain’t that the truth? My phone damn near got turned off due to collect calls from niggas in jail.” Terry lit up another blunt and blew smoke rings over Red’s head.

“Girl, they should know by now that I ain’t about to do it!” Red said, reaching for the blunt.

“Nope,” Terry chimed in.

“I mean, Bacon done went and got himself a life sentence damn near, talking that ‘are you gon’ wait?’ shit. Seems like all the niggas from da block on lock. Big Daddy from 120th called me C-O-L-L-E-C-T and I said ‘Hell no’ in the phone as loud as I could. ’Cause before he even thought about asking, he already knew the answer: I ain’t about to do it! Shit, I need to get that on a T-shirt so when we meet these law-breakin’ niggas, they know from the gate . . .”

“I ain’t about to do it!” both girls screamed in unison, laughing.

“I was that bitch on the side, the ride or die chick, the out-of-town babe and often the freak of the week,” Red explained. “But shit, what the hell is fair exchange gon’ do for me? Not a damned thing! Hell, a bitch gotta eat, too.”

Terry nodded. Red didn’t expect her to argue the point. It didn’t matter what Red said, Terry was going to grin and agree.

“I mean, wasn’t I a victim? Bacon was my main source of income.” Red didn’t wait for an answer. Instead she sashayed over to the bar, her stilettos clicking on the hardwood floor, and plopped three ice cubes into her glass before pouring herself a drink. Terry knew that when Red was on a rampage, it was best to just sit back and chill the fuck out.

“Terry, with all my sponsors in prison, what in the hell am I supposed to do?” Exasperated, Red continued to ask questions. “Can you believe this muthafucka talkin’ all that rah-rah shit?” Red paused for Terry to answer.

“Hell, yeah, I can believe it,” Terry said right on cue. “What did you think Bacon was gon’ say when he found out how you was out here livin’?”

“I ain’t tryna hear that shit. Bitch, you crazy,” Red chuckled softly.

“No, bitch, you da one crazy. He ain’t get life, you know. That nigga coming home one day, in case you forgot.” Terry plopped back down on the couch and waved the letter in the air as if it was a red flag intended to cause a bull to come charging any minute.

“Why muthafuckas want you to be in jail with them? Help them do they time and shit! I didn’t help them do the crime.”

“But you helped them spend the dime,” Terry replied. She looked at Red, then fanned her hand around the room, indicating Red’s lavish lifestyle.

Red wasn’t studdin’ Terry’s comments. She applied her last coat of polish, tightly closed the bottle and blew on her toes. Terry was like all the rest of her so-called friends. They wanted to be her and have the money, power and respect. Bitches were always looking at her sideways.

“How much time he got left anyway?” Terry asked.

Red twisted her mouth to the side and clucked her tongue. “Muthafucka got twenty years before he sees the parole board. He done did six months on a twenty piece, talking about ‘when I get home.’ Don’t think so. Just because he a prisoner of the feds, don’t make me a hostage of love.” She rolled her eyes. “Talking about kicking my ass when he get out. Yeah, right.” Red tossed her ponytail and scrunched her face into a scowl. “If he can lift his old-ass leg when he get out.”

“Oooh, you wrong for that,” Terry cautioned.

“Get me a glass of orange juice,” Red ordered Terry, who immediately filled the request.

“Damn! Bacon got twenty years?” Terry heaved a sigh as she walked into the kitchen and opened the fridge. “That’s like forever. No wonder you sittin’ around like a Teflon Diva, never scared and shit. He ain’t gon’ be kickin’ yo’ ass doing twenty years. I know dat nigga’s mind is all fucked up.”

“Yeah. I’m sure it is.” Red flashed a devilish grin. “Hand me that notepad in the kitchen by the phone. Bring me the pen, too.”

“Damn, bitch,” Terry said, huffing. “Do I look like Florence the maid?” She walked back over to the couch with the pad, the pen and the glass of orange juice.

Ignoring Terry’s joke, Red’s expression changed. She was thinking about something and her face put Terry on edge. “Why you lookin’ all serious?” Terry appeared frightened for a moment, and then put on her tough face. “Girl, you know I was just playing.” She handed Red her drink and took a seat across from her.

“Good.” Red took the pad and pen from Terry’s hands.

“What are you ’bout to write?” Terry inquired as she sipped on her drink.

“I’m going to write that nigga back. When I get finished with him, he gon’ be on suicide watch.” Red shot off an evil grin; Terry shook her head in awe.

“Don’t do that, Red.” Terry sounded frightened, reaching out as if she was going to grab the pen out of Red’s hand. “Girl, just ignore him.”

“No, fuck dat,” Red snapped, hating the fact that Terry was trying to piss on her parade. She held onto her pen, a resolute look on her face. “Remember all the times he played me and I sucked that shit up ’cause he was P-A-I-D?”

Terry stared at Red like she didn’t remember anything.

“Girl, look, don’t even feel sorry for his ass. Do you remember the time I had the apartment on East Jefferson Avenue? The Shoreline East apartment?”

Terry rolled her eyes up in her head like she was going through a mental file cabinet.

“When I lived downtown?” Red’s patience was running out and she was almost shouting. Her arms were flailing in the air with frustration. “Whatever. If you can’t remember, then I do. Girl, this nigga was so tight with his money that he made me beg for every dime, and when I wasn’t beggin’, trust and believe, he made me fuck for the buck. Well, the lights got turned off and I kept calling this nigga, telling him I needed the light bill money.

“Honey, listen. He stayed out of town playing his game, until they turned off the lights. A bitch was in the dark with candles and shit. Bacon came home like wasn’t nothing new. I kept asking him, nicely, of course, if he noticed anything. Like the fact it was dark in the house. And he then replied, ‘Suck my dick by candlelight and I got you.’

“Girl, I was so heated, I sucked that nigga’s dick by candlelight and all sorts of other shit for the promise of bill cash. He came through, but that was the low point in my trick days. Trust and believe. I vowed that I would be caught dead before I let another nigga have that much power over me—doing for me what I can’t do for myself.

“Girl, it is ridiculous! So I ain’t even tryna hear you take up for this so-called helpless muthafucka. He getting what his hand called for.” Red held the pen and pad firmly in her hands. “It’s my turn to floss on his ass. How about that?”

As Red started writing, Terry shrugged. Fuck it. What did she care if Red pissed that nigga off? If that bitch didn’t know that niggas with Bacon’s status could reach out and touch someone even from behind bars, then that was her own stupidity.

Bacon was a die-hard, thugged-out, murderous hustler. He got the name Bacon from having so much bread that he used the old slogan, “I can bring home the bacon, fry it up in a pan,” as his personal motto. His rep preceded him everywhere he went. From city to city, from jail to jail, Bacon had a name that carried him. And he always paid like he weighed. Bacon was big and stocky; at six feet, six inches, he towered over everyone. There was no doubt that Red wasn’t the only one holding him down during his bid, but it was important that Red treat him right.

However, after the sentencing, it seemed like Red just didn’t give a fuck. It was hard for her to even pretend to be concerned. During their previous talks, Bacon told Red that what was in the stash she’d have to make last. What in the world did he tell her that for? It wasn’t enough for her to remain true-blue. In fact, no amount of money really was enough for her to stay committed. When the judge lowered the gavel after announcing: “You are sentenced to twenty years,” while everyone else sobbed, Red silently cheered as she sat on the cold mahogany bench.

•  •  •

Red knew that Terry didn’t really give a fuck about any letter hurtin’ Bacon’s feelings. Terry just didn’t want to see Red cut off the coattail on which Terry’d been able to ride. Red had been quite friendly with the stash Bacon had left behind.

Red and Terry went as far back as way back could go, in the schoolyard of Chrysler Elementary School. They both were in second grade and damn near toothless. Terry was teased by all the kids because she peed on herself from time to time. Everyone called her “Pissy.” Terry was used to not having anyone to play with, but when Red befriended her, her entire world changed. Terry was a dark-skinned, knobby-kneed girl. Her greatest asset was her hair. She was one of a few black girls to have naturally long hair that fell to the bottom of her shoulder blades. Terry made it a point to doll herself up, but it was really no use due to her pissy smell.

Terry and Red met on the playground and right away became cool. Red would defend “Pissy” when the other kids wanted to break on her. Red even hipped Terry to Depend, which she stole from her own grandmother. Even at that young age, Red also had the common sense to put Terry on a schedule. Every time Red would go to the bathroom, she would take Terry with her.

“See how this works, T?” Red would ask. “You drink something. A little while later, it comes out.”

Even so, Terry was so lazy that she wouldn’t even want to go to the bathroom. She would just sit on the ground somewhere and piss on herself. Over time, though, Red was able to help Terry control her weak bladder. As they grew older, her enuresis only got out of control when she drank too much liquor and either passed out or couldn’t walk to the bathroom.

During middle school, Terry moved to the other side of town. Although this separated the girls for several years, in their senior year of high school they saw each other again. When Red met up with Terry the second time, Terry was driving a beat-the-fuck-up Toyota Corolla. The car looked so bad you would have sworn that Mike Tyson had gone twelve rounds with it. They had developed into young women with breasts and asses. Still, Terry was nothing more than a project for Red, who was at it again, trying to clean up the mess she had found in her friend.

Terry had spit out three bastard kids from one nigga to the next by the time she and Red finished high school. She couldn’t spit too much game ’cause she was too busy spitting out kids. She was living in a shack across town and her petty hustles were elementary to Red.

Terry did have some redeeming qualities, though, and was not above a scheme or two. Besides being in Red’s pocket, she was reliable as ever. Red cleaned Terry up and kept her close. One thing for certain, two things for sure: Red kept all of her enemies close. Any and everything Red did for Terry was something that Terry could not do for herself. Red always profited from someone, one way or another. She inspired envy and imitation and her friends not only wanted to look like her, they wanted to be her. Like many great conquerers before her, Red recognized the power of the ignorant, loyal follower.

Terry lusted for money, power and respect. She didn’t want to see her extravagant shopping sprees, trips to the spa and designer bags paid for by somebody else’s dime come to an end. She had just gotten a new Cadillac Escalade, thanks to Red’s auction hustle, and was in the process of buying a new home. Who could blame Terry for wanting to leave a matchbox with filthy carpets? Terry was playing everything—from whores to horseshoes—to get her house money. What did she care how Red handled her business?



CHAPTER 3


With Friends Like These

Even Oprah said it so it had to be true: Detroit was the poorest big city in the country. Littered with abandoned buildings, trashy casinos and with a sky-high unemployment rate, you’d never believe it was once called the “Paris of the Midwest.” After the closing of the many automobile factories that gave Detroit its livelihood and the subsequent rise of drug and gang activity, the gap between the “haves” of the suburbs and the “have-nots” of the city was gaping.

Red despised Detroit and everything in it. In Red’s crazy-ass mind, she planned to make the city her bitch and strike it rich by exploiting as many of its residents as she could reach. She figured, hell, Detroit should be used to it by now.

•  •  •

Red had been exploiting Q for three weeks already with the pregnancy scheme, but still couldn’t come up with a plausible way to make her belly protrude. How could she make herself appear to be showing?

Pondering her scheme for another moment, Red quickly turned her attention back to her closet. She rummaged through racks and racks of designer clothes, reminiscing over the thousands of dollars’ worth of the trendy threads she no longer wore. To be out of fashion was like trying to run out of breath. It just couldn’t happen.

Summer was right around the corner, so Red decided that she would fake a miscarriage just as it started to get hot. That way, she could still look fly and buy herself a new wardrobe to jump things off.

Terry finally woke up and stumbled down the hall from the guest bedroom into Red’s room.

“You awfully chipper this morning, Red.” You could smell the morning liquor breath. She looked like something awful.

“Hell, yeah.” Red caught a whiff of Terry’s breath. “Ho, you look fucking terrible. Go brush yo’ funky mouth before stepping to me in the morning.”

When Terry returned, Red was excited to tell her what had been going on in her mind.

“Terry, shit, a girl been thinking about all we talked about regarding Bacon. I’m gon’ let that sleepin’ dog lie. I’m not gonna seek revenge. I’m just gon’ do me and focus on myself.”

“A bitch gotta do what a bitch gotta do,” Terry said with a grin, hoping she would benefit from the next scheme up Red’s sleeve.

“I’m in my closet cleaning this shit out. You wanna look through these clothes?”

“Hell, yeah,” Terry said as she sorted through the pile Red placed in the center of the floor.

After a couple of hours, Terry had showered, dressed and left with a Hefty bag full of hand-me-downs. It was almost one o’clock and Red continued to clean out the rest of her closet.

Having cleared out a considerable amount of space, Red planned to head straight to Fairlane Town Center and buy more for her already exclusive closet. She went through her garbage pile, one item at a time, holding dresses and shirts up to her body, double-checking her selections.

She confirmed what was official and discarded the dated apparel into a pile that would be donated to the local women’s shelter. If she had to look at the homeless, she figured they could at least look good. The chimes from her doorbell startled her. Who could it be? She hadn’t invited anyone over.

Red exited her bedroom and turned left at the banister that overlooked the foyer of her grand entrance. The marble floors that flowed through the house sparkled when the morning sun, which beamed through the skylights, hit it just right. Suddenly she could see her friend Kera as she peered through the smoked glass doors and waved at Red.

“Just a minute,” Red yelled over the customized wrought-iron banisters of her winding staircase. “Wad up, ho?” Red said after answering the door. Kera stood in the doorway, her five-months’-pregnant stomach protruding before her. She was dressed in a straight, knee-length denim skirt with a short-sleeved shirt.

“You got it, beyotch!” Kera replied. She hugged Red and stepped into the marble foyer. “Girl, no wonder you don’t let muthafuckas come over. This place is off the chain! Every time I’m here it’s spotless.” Kera gave herself a tour as she waddled from room to room, appraising the furniture and admiring the décor of the English Tudor.

“Wait, wait! Before I forget, good looking the fuck out,” Red said as they walked back up the stairs to her bedroom.

“What’s up?” Puzzled, Kera stared at Red quizzically.

“For the piss.” Red tilted her head to the side and gave Kera a “don’t you remember?” look.

“Oh, my bad. Did it work?” Kera asked.

“You pregnant, ain’t you? Or is that a pillow underneath there?” Red caressed Kera’s bulging belly.

“I wish it was. But at five months what can I do?”

“We ain’t going there,” Red replied. “You decided to fuck for free, and bareback. Guess you was in love.” Red playfully rubbed Kera’s shoulders.

Kera switched from the sensitive subject of her pregnancy. “So who did you use the pee trick on?” She was dying to know.

Red knew better than to tell all of her dirt. The minute a bitch got mad, she would be up in Q’s face, crossing her, so she replied, “Carlos.”

“No way!” Kera said in disbelief. “You fucked Carlos?”

Red picked the clothes up from the floor and placed them on the bed.

“Sure did . . . only once, though.”

Red knew what Kera was thinking but didn’t want to say: How in the hell, or why in the hell, would you fuck Carlos? That was exactly what Red wanted her to think so that no one would care who her “supposed” baby daddy was. That way they couldn’t fuck up her scheme.

“But Red, he’s in a wheelchair.” Kera perched on Red’s four-poster, down-covered bed.

“True dat, but his dick works betta than the niggas who ain’t in a wheelchair and his tongue definitely ain’t broke.” Red gave Kera a high five.

“Girl, you nasty.” Kera searched through the pile of clothes and held them up to her body for size.

“Whateva . . . he gets a twelve-hundred-dollar-a-month disability check.” Red snatched the clothes out of Kera’s hand and smashed them into garbage bags.

“Word?” Kera confirmed.

“Word.” Red gave her the “don’t act like you don’t know” look. “And he gave me a grand to eat my pussy and sit on his dick.” Red tied a knot in the bag and opened the left side of her oversized shoe closet. Once inside, Red opened the cherry-wood hamper she kept there, which revealed a bag of dirty clothes for the laundry. “The head was so good, I should have paid him.”

“You sick, girl. Hold on, wait a minute. Don’t even think about giving your shoes away. Wait until my feet go back to normal size and I’ll help you go through them.” Kera walked over to the shoe closet and admired the contents. It was packed. All the boxes had a photo on the outside of what was inside.

“Girl, you got that. I’ll save them for you, but you know I wear an eight.”

“I know I can wear an eight. Not a problem, baby.” Kera blew Red a kiss.

The girls headed back to the living room and Red filled Kera in about the letter from Bacon and how she and Terry had just missed each other.

“You know I don’t like Terry’s ass,” Kera explained. “Glad I missed that ho. I mighta had to swing on that bitch.”

“Girl, y’all still beefing over that nigga?” Red asked, knowing damn well that Kera wasn’t pleased with the fact that her soon-to-be baby daddy was Terry’s man.

“And if—” Kera was just about to get started when Red cut her off, lifting her hand.

“Don’t even try that ‘and if I was your friend’ shit. You already know we don’t beef over no niggas, and he was with her when your ass tried to steal him. Didn’t nobody tell you to fuck him bareback and end up with the consequences of bun-in-the-oven-and-nigga-back-with-his-bitch syndrome.”

Although Kera felt wounded, there was nothing she could say or do in her own defense. Red was absolutely right. She drew first blood on Terry, and it turned out that Terry got the man and had the last laugh.

“I gotta put these clothes in the washer. Make yaself at home. I’ll be back in a sec.” Red headed down to the lower level, where the laundry room was located.

•  •  •

At first, Kera was too speechless and stunned to move from her seat in the great room. One thing for sure, Red could never be accused of sugarcoating the truth. Red was a connoisseur of the comeback—always ready with a hurtful, yet truthful, comment to stop the madness before it even got started.

Kera wanted to get even with Red for being so cold-blooded. Couldn’t she show some sympathy for her situation? Didn’t she know pregnant women were sensitive and could cry at the drop of a hat?

To kill time, Kera walked around the great room, admiring Red’s exquisite taste. She walked over to the sound system and pressed Play on the CD changer; Mariah Carey’s “We Belong Together” floated through the house. Walking past the center table, she noticed a notepad and a letter addressed to Bacon next to it. Kera listened diligently to make sure she heard no signs of Red returning. Next to the letter was an envelope. Kera ripped half a sheet from the pad and quickly copied the address onto it. Again, she listened for any sounds of Red returning and placed the piece of paper in her bra. Kera’s heart pounded loudly, her adrenaline pumping. She wanted to cut Red deep. She wanted so badly to read the letter. Before she knew it, she was sitting on the edge of the couch with the notepad in hand; her eyes bulged. As she took in every word, Kera couldn’t believe what she read.

Dear Bacon,

Or, in your case, should I call you John? This is the letter you been beggin’ for.

Well, let’s see. It would be virtually impossible for you to kick my ass, seeing as how you will be an old and gray bastard when you come home. Your dick is so little that I can’t believe you even wear a size 12 shoe. There goes that myth. When I first met you I sized you up real good and I knew the dick was going to be swinging. Boy, was I wrong. I guess that teaches me not to judge a book by its cover, or a dick by its shoe size.

I hope with all the free time on your hands you now realize that I never loved you. As quiet as it was kept, I didn’t even like you. Before you got locked up I couldn’t even stand the sight of your face, and let’s not discuss the sound of your voice. Why do you think I haven’t been accepting your calls lately? Yeah, your boys saw me flossing in your shit. I was flossing their shit too.

Your dude Chris eats pussy better than you ever could, and your partner Stan’s cum tastes like ice cream in my mouth. You hear my voice when you call your phone? After today, you’ll hear “I got a block” on all my phones. Don’t try that three-way shit either, ’cause I got Call Intercept. Fucker, just turn homo and die. I got your loot, you took the case, now press that bunk and do that muthafuckin’ time.

You the man, remember? You that nigga, right? This pussy is yours, right? Wrong! You a has-been and I ain’t got time for no shoulda, woulda, coulda stories. You should have stayed free. Certainly, nobody told you to fall in love with me.

You snooze, you lose. You did all the work, but now my new man and I reap all the benefits. The best thing you could have ever done for me was to get locked up. The pimp game got flipped on your ass. Now do the best thing for yourself, get you a boyfriend, let him suck your dick and leave me the fuck alone.

Wake up! You played yourself. Charge it to da game.

Red

Kera quickly placed the notepad back in what she hoped was the same exact spot it had been in. She slid the pen next to the pad, hoping to make it look legit.

Without warning, Red came back into the room and startled Kera. Trying to look calm, Kera acted like her heavy breathing from being surprised was due to a contraction. She played it up too, rubbing her stomach and panting.

As soon as she came into the great room, Red’s antennae went up. It wasn’t like Kera to be found in the same spot Red left her. The television wasn’t turned to BET for videos. She wasn’t on the phone paging someone or trying to making long-distance calls to her family in Virginia. She wasn’t in the kitchen raiding the fridge. Although music was playing, the bitch was up to something.

Not letting on that she knew something was up, Red sauntered over and joined her friend on the couch. “I know you hungry. There’s some snacks in the kitchen.”

“Now, that’s what I’m talking ’bout.” Kera got up to raid the kitchen.

“Get us some drinks while you’re in there, girl. Those stairs are about to kill me.” She wanted her to walk away so she could figure out what was going on.

When Kera exited the great room, Red noticed the pad and remembered that she’d left the letter to Bacon on the table. Red looked at the notepad and didn’t notice anything suspicious. She looked at the letter; it was right next to the envelope, just as she had left it. Still, something didn’t feel quite right.

Red picked up the notepad and flipped past the two pages on which she had written. She then noticed the top half of a torn sheet of paper still attached to the pad. She didn’t remember ripping it off, and she didn’t see any paper lying around.

Did Terry tear off a piece of paper for a wad of gum? she wondered.

As Kera returned to the room, she began to make small talk, but Red wasn’t fooled. She knew this was an attempt to ease the tension in the air.

“Kera, what brought you over, girl?” Red asked.

“Nothing. Just checking you out.” She handed Red a glass of fruit punch and sat across from her in the cream chaise longue. “What’s up with you and Bacon?”

Bingo! Instantly, Red knew Kera had read her letter and was wondering how to play this. If she told Kera that she was shiesting Bacon, how would she look? If she lied, and played like everything was all good after Kera had read the letter, what would she say? What could she do?

Just as Red was about to get the shit going, her doorbell rang. She sprang from the couch and sprinted toward the wooden door.

“Who is it?” Red screamed through the door as she threw both hands up in disgust. Just when she thought she was living in the cut, it seemed as if everybody and their mama knew where her crib was. Bacon had gone out of his way to have a place where he could rest his head in peace from niggas in the hood. A place where he could go to sleep and have his family live without the threat of danger.

Obviously, Red had let one bitch too many drop by the crib and now her shit was on blast. She knew that sooner, rather than later, she would have to leave her gracious abode. It was only a matter of time before Bacon became aware of the news that his crib was Grand Central Station.

“Who is it?” Red screamed again, knowing she could easily peek through the window on the side of the door.

“Sasha,” a voice answered with an edge of irritation.

Red opened the door. Sasha stood there with a smirk on her face. She turned to wave good-bye to her driver. Red looked at the driver and cursed inwardly. Another muthafucka with my address, she thought.

“Hey, girl,” Red said as she turned to walk back to the great room.

Sasha followed and spoke to Kera as soon as she saw her. “Whud up, ho?” Her voice remained flat and her tone cold.

“You got it, bitch,” Kera replied dryly.

“Red, why you actin’ like you didn’t know I was coming over here? Had me screaming through the door like I’m crazy and shit.”

“Girl, ’cause I can do that. Y’all better recognize. Dis my house,” Red reminded her. “No girl, seriously. It just feels like Grand Central Station today. If one more person rings my bell, I think I will scream.”

“Well, what’s good, ma?” Sasha asked.

“Shit, after that running I just did, a bitch is hungry. Let’s take this meeting to the kitchen, and Sasha, I know you don’t have your dirty-ass shoes on my carpet. You know better than that.”

Sasha looked over at Kera, who was barefoot and smirking at her like she was a kid getting in trouble from Momma. Without even looking back, Red walked out, knowing that Sasha was taking off her shoes and that the two would follow behind her.

Red padded barefoot across the plush carpet until she reached the hardwood floors in her kitchen. She began removing pots from underneath the kitchen cabinet to prepare a meal. From where she stood she could see Sasha and Kera as they sat on the sofa in the great room adjacent to the open kitchen. They were close enough that she could tell they were talking, but far enough not to hear their actual words. Red knew that the bitches were up to something and she was going to use whatever she had to ensure her plan went as expected.

“Sistas, I got a problem,” Red said slowly and softly, almost like a whisper, to no one in particular. She looked on as Sasha and Kera entered the kitchen, curiosities piqued and ears perked. Her plan was beginning to work. Bewildered, both girls looked at each other, but said nothing, taking a seat next to the counter where Red was cutting up some lettuce. “Let’s not all be concerned at the same damn time,” Red said sarcastically, still looking down.

Sasha shrugged. “I can’t believe you got a problem that you can’t solve.”

Kera sat quietly on the bar stool, rubbing her stomach. She wondered what the prima donna’s problem could possibly be.

Red paused for dramatic effect and heaved a deep sigh. “Okay. I know you all know that Bacon left me the house and everything.”

The girls listened closely for more details. Kera was hoping for all the details, as she had never really known how Red got the house in the first damn place. As the pots came to a boil, filling the kitchen with an aroma of spices, Red knew that now was the perfect time to give the two a foolproof explanation for the letter that she suspected Kera had read.

“Well, it’s really not completely paid for and . . . um . . .” Red paused for a minute after telling the lie to allow her words to sink in.

“Say what?” Kera asked in disbelief.

“I need to keep up with the mortgage or I will lose the house,” Red blurted out. She couldn’t help but notice the sneers of satisfaction spread over her so-called friends’ faces. Realizing that she saw their smirks, they turned their mouths upside down to fake looks of concern and empathy for their girl.

The room fell silent. The two looked at Red, whose head hung low like she was holding back tears. Inside, Kera was thrilled with the thought of Red losing her home. She wondered where the bitch would stay and if she would be reduced to living in the projects, like the rest of them.

“So, what are you saying? You, the Puerto Rican Kay Chancellor, behind on the rent?” Sasha emphasized each word with gusto.

“Homes have mortgages,” Kera corrected.

Red silently laughed as she watched Sasha fight the urge to turn around and spit in Kera’s face. Sasha had told Red she thought Kera was a dumb ass for getting knocked up by Terry’s man. The drama behind that rumor was the topic of discussion on every set and in every beauty salon, but Red kept that information to herself. Kera and Sasha became cordial by default on the strength of Red.

Sasha’s relationship with Red was a little different than Kera’s. Sasha was somewhat of a top bitch herself. Her man, Catfish, and Red’s man, Bacon, were partners in the streets. During their good times, the four of them would take trips to Jamaica or Cancún and eat filet mignon and caviar. They all hated the caviar but bought it anyway because they could.

Catfish was so black that his skin looked like silk. At the same time, his mouth resembled a punch bowl. His teeth were bucked from years of sucking his thumb and his thin mustache was similar to the whiskers on a catfish. To add to the image, he had big beady eyes—and his left eye had the nerve to be lazy.

Niggas couldn’t even call Sasha a gold digger. Any woman willing to endure Catfish earned every dime. Due to Catfish’s reputation, Sasha had a good amount of respect from the streets. Niggas viewed her as a soldier, something that was heard of but rarely ever seen. When Bacon and Catfish were out of town for days or months at a time, from the outside looking in, Sasha never crept around.

Initially, Red looked to Sasha for direction on how to hold her man down, but Red soon got hip to the schemes that Sasha played on Catfish. Once Red went along with a secret or two for Sasha, they began cosigning for each other, one lie after another. They became close with the mutual understanding that one hand washed the other and both hands washed the face.

After three years of living the lavish life, Catfish’s stash got low. To her credit, though, Sasha didn’t vanish on him . . . completely. She just let the rope get a little longer, doing for him when she could and, more often than not, when she wanted to. Sasha still had her trick game going. She was pretty, no doubt. Sasha was a chocolate sister who wore a pixie cut so that she could always wear sunglasses on her head. Sun or no sun, Sasha kept some designer shades with her.

Although Sasha was older, Red was far wiser than her years revealed. There wasn’t much to it; Red was in her prime fighting shape. Sasha was a contender, true enough, but she could do nothing with Red at this point in the game.

“So how far behind are you on the mortgage?” Sasha enunciated each word perfectly.

“Three, and next month, they start the foreclosure proceedings. If I don’t do something, I can lose the house.” Red turned her back to the duo. “That is, if I don’t pay the past due amount and start keeping up the bills.” Red sat down on the bar stool in front of the open range, put her head in her hands and began to cry.

Kera walked over to Red and attempted to embrace her. Her mouth opened wide as if to say, “Oh, my God!”

“Girl, that is awful! What happened to the stash he left?” Sasha asked, looking over at Red with fake concern.

Red couldn’t believe her ears when she heard Sasha ask that. Sasha was biting the bait, because her ego wouldn’t allow her to believe that Red would try to play her.

“Please, you’ve seen Red’s lifestyle of the rich and famous.” Kera smirked.

Red held her tongue. She knew that in order to pull this off, she had to allow the girls some amount of gloating. It was cool for her, though. She planned to set things up right.

“Yeah, we all know Bacon left some dough. I mean, but how long does that last? Shit, I dress to impress, no secret there. Between my car note and our”—Red pointed to each of the girls—“lifestyle, we’re just about broke. Remember our cruise, and the magnums of Cristal at the clubs on Friday nights?”

Both girls nodded, recalling the cruise through the Virgin Islands. They had no choice but to feel twinges of guilt, but not for long.

“Okay, so whatchu gon’ do?” Sasha asked.

“I was wondering if either of you wanted to be my roommate. You know, move in here. Live together and make it work. I mean, you could move in in what, a month?”

The idea of them living in Red’s plush crib turned her misfortune into their opportunity. Kera’s mind began to work. I could take the bedroom on the left side of the hallway, she fantasized. I could raise my baby in a nice home. “Girl, I’m wit’ it. I can move in today. Shit, I need a place to live,” Kera blurted out.

Red had hoped like hell Kera would be the last to speak, if at all. But of course, being the freeloading bum she was, Kera jumped at the offer instantly. There was no way that Sasha was going to let Kera save the day, and besides, Red knew damn well Sasha had always wanted to get up in her crib.

Red knew she had to fake excitement since she was supposed to be in desperate need of their help. She already knew that Kera wanted to be all up under her. Although she didn’t show any excitement, Red also knew that Sasha wanted to be close to her, especially since Sasha could no longer afford Catfish’s place, which Red thought was da bomb.

Red turned away and smiled inwardly. She’d played it just right. Red had found out from Bacon that Sasha was living pillar to post and tricking out of control. She also knew that Sasha was living on her last stacks left by Catfish before he went to prison on the same murder charge that landed Bacon in jail; through the grapevine, she heard that Sasha was trying to sell his spot to any hustling nigga she knew with big dough, all to no avail. Sasha had tried to go the land contract route, which meant someone—or a nigga on the street—had to come up with some dough to give her. The days of assumable mortgages were gone.

Catfish had pimped the crib out, spending at least $50,000 on upgrades. There was no way someone was going to cough up all that dough when the market value was much less. Sasha would have had to sell the loft for a loss. With Red’s real estate background she had the solution to Sasha’s problem and was about to offer it. Sasha was what was known in the industry as upside down on her loan, which meant that she owed more than what the loft was worth.

“Red, I can’t move in. I got a place.” Sasha turned her palms up to the ceiling in an indecisive motion.

“Yeah, I know, but what I was wondering was, if you were still selling it?” Red looked Sasha dead in the eye.

“Can’t sell it.” Sasha went on to explain her situation. “Been tryin’, ’cause the note is kicking my ass, girl. I pay like three thousand a month. I’m tired of doing it. Catfish said he didn’t really care what I did. If I could get some money, fine. My main thing is getting it out of my name and saving my credit at the same time.”

“Yeah, niggas put shit in your name and then they go to jail, leaving you holding the bag,” Kera added in her two cents.

“Sasha, I’m gon’ help you figure it out, I promise. I think I might know someone who would be interested.” Red smiled to hide her true intentions.

Red moved closer to Sasha and handed her a glass of wine. Two new roommates were more than enough. Red couldn’t imagine having more than that. Besides, if her plan worked, it would be short-term rather than long-term.

“Ladies, it’ll be fun living together.” Red reached out for a group hug. “What we need to do is lay down the rules.”

“Wait! Damn! What is the amount of the rent—I mean, mortgage?” Kera corrected herself with a nervous look at Sasha. “I mean how we gon’ split it and who gon’ get what room?”

“Yeah, I know. That’s this important,” Sasha added.

“The mortgage is thirty-two hundred. Because it’s my house, I’ll have the largest room. Also, since I’m the only one with a car, the garage will be no issue. I think it’s fair that you guys pay fifteen hundred each, all utilities included.”

“Bitch, please! Fifteen hundred dollars with what? My looks?” Kera flipped her hand and ricocheted her head back on her neck.

“Look,” Red explained, “that includes all utilities and the furnishing.”

“Do we get to have visitors?” Sasha asked. “Overnight guests?”

“For that price, yeah. ’Cause you paying the cost to be the boss. But you some chinky-ass bitches.”

“What the fuck is chinky?” Kera asked, rolling her neck.

“Cheap and stingy,” Red responded.

“I don’t have that type of dough,” Kera confessed.

Red had to think. She knew that Kera—rather, the non-pregnant Kera—could get money. But now Red wasn’t sure how much Kera’s stock was worth. However, Red knew that Kera was good for being a reliable cohort in crime and she was going to set up just for that.

“Kera, what can you pay? What can you put into the pot?” Red asked.

“I know I’ll have some stamps. I mean, I juice a couple niggas here and there, but it will be work coming up with that type of money. Especially with my belly getting bigger and bigger.”

“Honey, that’s what this is all about,” Red confirmed. “All of us doing what we gotta do to make it. You got to pay to play. Look, y’all can have overnights but don’t OD, and you know I don’t do traffic. Niggas comin’ through, fuckin’ up the shit I worked for.”

“Schemed for.” Kera smirked.

“What-the-fuck-ever, bitch. Look, both of you just give me a grand a month but utilities are not going to be included.”

Red looked on as the wheels seemed to be spinning in Sasha’s head. She could tell Sasha was considering the reduction in her monthly expenses. Sasha and Kera looked at each other and then both nodded their heads.

Kera reached out to shake Red’s hand. “Deal, ho.”

“Deal, bitch.” Red squeezed Kera’s hand in return.

“Deal, ho.” Sasha shook Red’s hand next.

Red finalized the agreement. “Deal, bitch! You ladies get the keys when you pay your first month’s rent, plus same deposit. Sasha, don’t even worry about your place. You just be packed and let me work on that problem.”

Red had gone to real estate school for six weeks the summer after she graduated from high school. With her Realtor’s license, she was able to make her own hours and do some really good deals that brought a nice profit. After the first year, she decided that working, whether it be for a couple of hours a week or not, was not for her.

She liked being in control, not having to depend on anyone but herself. And the way she saw it, tricking was just like selling real estate. She had a possible buyer who was interested in what she had to offer and it was her job to convince him that he had to have it—all of it. Before long, the guy signed on the dotted line and she had walked away with his cash and, in some cases, his heart. Red robbed most of her victims blind: she left her victims tricked out of whatever it was that she wanted or needed at the time. She prided herself on being ten times smarter than anyone around her. She thought five steps ahead and always had a backup plan.

Her real estate license was current so at any time, she could go back to working anywhere in the state of Michigan. She also had connections with a title company and a Realtor’s office, so it always looked like she had a broker and things were right with the paperwork.

Red ordered her new roommates to set out the fine china in the formal dining room while she put the finishing touches on dinner. She lit the three-tiered candelabra and the girls sat down for a delicious meal of shrimp scampi with pasta and salad. For added pleasure, they sipped on Merlot. Red grabbed the radio remote and the sounds of Mary J. Blige filled the air. Each of the ladies loved the home’s ambience, and felt good that they would have one another to lean on.



CHAPTER 4


Turned Out

Brooklyn, New York (1995)

For the longest time Red felt that she had life all figured out. But at the tender age of fifteen, who could really know anything? The Puerto Rican Day parade was something that Red always looked forward to during her summer vacations to New York. Years back, her mother, Julia, had followed Red’s father to the Motor City for his chance to work on the assembly line at the General Motors plant. Her father had been stressed and unemployed. Detroit was going to be the land of milk and honey for the young couple.

Unfortunately, after the move, Julia missed her family and her roots and hated her new surroundings. The city had more Middle Easterners in its midst than Puerto Ricans, and she was always mistaken for a Mexican. People figured if she spoke Spanish, then she was a mexicana. This infuriated Julia greatly, which was one of the main reasons why she went to New York every chance she got.

For as long as Red could remember her parents spent most of their time arguing and fighting. Red’s mother finally became fed up. Her husband never did get on at the factory plant and instead worked a series of low-paying, menial jobs. First, he started out cutting lawns and then became a short-order cook at a diner where he got fired for stealing money from the waitresses’ tip jar. Then he began talk of starting his own business.

That was when Julia realized that she’d given up her life for her man and he couldn’t satisfactorily provide for his family. After several months of name-calling, physical fights and numerous threats, Xanthin called it quits. Julia divorced him and took back her maiden name of Gomez and gave Red—whose real name was Raven—the same last name.

•  •  •

Growing up, Red loved the weekend and summer stays at her abuela’s. It was a chance for her to embrace her roots and freely experience a Hispanic-populated neighborhood. During the annual Puerto Rican Day parade, people of all shades and colors came out to show pride. Although Red’s father was a black man, it didn’t even matter. If you could speak Spanish—and Red could—and your mother was Puerto Rican, which Julia was, that was all that mattered. The different hues of the people excited Red. She felt connected to all people of color.

That summer, Red was waiting her turn for the man to add the purple syrup she loved to her Sno-Kone. Out of nowhere, this strange man appeared and, figuratively, swept her off her feet. When Red thought of Blue and how they met, it was something she couldn’t share with her so-called friends. Red quickly developed a new sweet tooth, not for candy but for a man, who became her first love.

Blue stood a stocky five feet, seven inches. He was so black, you thought he was blue—that was how he got his moniker in grade school. Her first instinct was to inquire which borough he was from. However, his gold fronts were a dead giveaway—Brooklyn.

“Hola,” Red said as she walked toward him, licking on her cone.

“Hey, mami.” Blue fell in step with her. His tone confirmed for Red that he was not Latino but black.

“What’s good?” Red stopped to allow him to come closer.

Even as a teenager, Red was not the type to approach men. They always found a way to meet her. Nonetheless, there was something profoundly special about this nigga that was different from the rest.

Red had chosen never to go past the point of fondling when it came to getting freaky. But from the looks of this man, that was soon going to change. Red felt her panties getting wet just at the sight of him. She had never felt her little na-na tingle like that before and it baffled her.

The distinct fragrance of Blue’s Bulgari cologne complemented his fresh-to-death look in the latest Nike sweat suit and fresh sneakers to match. Red could tell he was older than her by a couple of years. He was a man and she was tired of playing with boys.

Red’s instant attraction for him couldn’t be concealed. Without her even noticing, she was smiling and nodding her head “yes” before he even spoke a word.

“’Sup, mami? I saw you over there, posin’ to be chosen. What’s ya name?”

Unable to control her nervousness, Red stuttered, “R-R-Raven, but all my friends call me R-R-Red.”

•  •  •

Red knew Blue took pleasure in her nervousness, and she was glad he didn’t have a problem with her jailbait age. At fifteen, she was no match for a thoroughbred nigga who had been locked up three times and just turned twenty-four. If this were a casino, Red would have known the odds were against her.

Quite the lothario, Blue felt like the woman did all the choosing, so it was on her if she decided to stay or leave. He waited for a sign. The air held silence, the chemistry told the story—she wanted him.

After a while, the quiet between them started to feel awkward.

Secretly, Blue had a vengeance against the redbone honeys. As a boy, the light-skinned girls had always rejected him. Growing up dark-skinned with shiny white teeth seemed more like a curse than a blessing.

It was only in recent times, when dark chocolate brothers became the “in” thing, that he even got some play. Before that, the high yellow brothers dominated the set. They were the definition of handsome. Now the old adage “the darker the berry the sweeter the juice” took precedence and the sun-kissed men got their chance to shine. Blue took his newly appreciated looks as a license to maim. Maim every light-skinned woman who dared to give him a chance.

It only took two weeks for them to knock the boots. Although he liked Red, Blue was all about fulfilling his male ego. He was very pleased that he was able to obtain his goal so quickly. Blue had sex with Red and was able to detach from her early, which was part of his scheming plan. He was waiting for her to leave town so that he could move on to the next young bitch. All the romance that came after the sex was just to keep Red at bay until she left.

Although he was doggin’ her out, he was smooth with it from the start. For their first date, he met Red around the block from her grandmother’s building because she wasn’t allowed to date. When she slid into the leather seat of his Benz, Blue’s hand reached behind the seat to retrieve a bouquet of flowers for her. “These for you, baby,” Blue said as he leaned over to kiss her cheek. When Red didn’t resist, Blue knew his plan was working.

“Thank you,” Red replied. “They’re beautiful.”

“Red, baby, I got a surprise for you.” Blue took her to Mr. Chow for dinner, where every dish they had was foreign to her. Red thought Blue was a person off the silver screen. Billy Dee, Casanova, Rudolph Valentino, none of them had anything on Blue.

After weeks of flowers, expensive shopping trips, dinner at some of the city’s finest restaurants and mind-blowing sex, Red thought she had fallen in love and that Blue felt the same. But fast money was his main squeeze. Blue was in the street gettin’ it. The rock slangin’ hustle had his pockets right and that was his main priority.

Over the next month, Blue took Red for weekend getaways and had her lying to her grandmother. Blue sexed Red in every position he wanted, and she took good instruction on just how he liked his dick sucked. She tried to do everything she could to please her man. Blue being older felt like a blanket to her, a shelter, a covering she never had, particularly because her father died shortly after the divorce from Red’s mother, when Red was only five.

For Blue, Red was nothing more than a conquest. As a pupil, he would have given her an A+ on her oral sex game.

“Yeah, lick the head, right there,” Blue would instruct.

“My jaw hurts,” Red would complain.

“That’s ’cause you gotta relax your mouth,” Blue would advise.

Red wanted to keep him at all costs. And like her mother taught her by example, sex was the way to keep a man; especially one like Blue who had his choice of women. Red felt special because he chose her.

“When your jaws get tired, just lick the head and keep your mouth moist. Don’t let it get dry. While you suckin’ it, speak that Spanish shit to me. That’s a turn-on.”

“Okay, papi. Estoy bien para ti.”

“Yeah, baby, I don’t know what that shit means, but it sounds good.”

Red licked her lips and smiled. “It means I’m being good for you.”

Blue continued to coach while Red complied. And so it went.

“If you let me suck your titties, I can make them grow,” Blue promised. Red, who wanted to be more developed before her time, fell for every trick in the book.

Blue could do whatever he wanted with Red. Her body was not fully developed to the point it was today but her taut and supple flesh was something that turned Blue on.

As with all things, with time comes age and with age comes wisdom. The only problem with Blue, and ultimately for Red, was that Blue felt that the only thing better than old pussy was new pussy. After several months, Red’s pussy became old pussy, so Blue bounced.

•  •  •

“Why you don’t call me back when I leave a message?” Red screamed into the phone one night.

“Look, if you gon’ talk to me like that, I’m hanging up.” And hang up Blue did, over and over again. Red sank back into her pillow and turned her face to hide the tears when her grandmother came into the room to check on her.

Red had managed to spend her entire summer with Blue and hadn’t spent any time with her cousins like she usually did. He consumed her every thought. Puppy love was like being caught in an anaconda’s grip. Red began to mope and stay in her room, with the shades pulled down.

Eyebrows knitted together in concern, Red’s abuela came to her bedroom one afternoon. “Red, are you ill or something? You won’t eat, you won’t go out. You just stay stuck up in this room.”

Red hadn’t responded. She only wanted to make up with Blue. Nothing else mattered to her. Not bathing, not eating. She became obsessed with Blue and getting him to love her like he once did.

Red prayed all night that something would change. If only I could turn him out in the bedroom, she thought. She snuck onto adult cable channels looking for clues of how to love him better.

Blue wouldn’t answer her pages. She never really knew where he lived; all she knew of were some of the previous places that he had taken her to.

With only three days left in her vacation, when the evening set in, Red hit the streets looking for Blue at his hangout spots. She soon found out that Blue was not all he presented himself to be. Red searched two local bars and came up short.

Crossing over the Avenue, Red took the train to Eighty-seventh Street and stopped at the Xctasy nightclub. She roamed the parking lot trying to spot Blue’s Mercedes-Benz. She spotted it parked to the far left side of the lot; the license plate of the car confirmed it was Blue’s. Red walked over to the car looking cautiously over her shoulder. The night air brought a chill over her body, but the heat from her vexed feelings kept her warm.

Red scanned the pavement for a rock but came up empty. She walked over to the car and had the urge to try the door handle. The handle gave and she slid into the driver’s seat and noticed that the keys were in the ignition with a valet tag on them. Sweat beaded on her upper lip as she turned the ignition.

Once the engine was on, the sound system blasted. She froze, her heart pounding, then turned it down. Red’s gaze darted back and forth over the lot. People were still piling into the club and the valet began walking back across the lot. He noticed the humming of the car engine as Red spotted him. Instinctively, she smiled and rolled down the window on the driver’s side.

The valet wondered if the driver in the car had grown impatient waiting for her car. He figured that if she was already in her car he’d missed out on the tip and he wasn’t about to do any extra work for nothing.

“Hey, I got my car. Is that okay?” Red managed to shout.

“Uh, yeah, that’s cool,” the attendant answered. He remembered the car, the driver and that a woman was with him. He wanted to take a second to think but instead let it slide.

Red drove the car across the lot slowly. She didn’t even have her driver’s license.

“Hey, wait!” Red heard the attendant yelling as he ran behind the car. She wanted to jet out of the lot but thought twice about it. She stopped the car.

“Um, your lights. I mean you don’t have your lights on.” The attendant was out of breath and leaned on the car. Red’s eyes darted to the dashboard. She turned a knob or two to her right and the lights on the dash lit up.

Easing into traffic, Red turned the stereo volume back up, finding a jazz station. Instead of feeling sorry for herself, something clicked inside of her. She went from the pain of being a victim to the rush of being in control. Blue had had all the control. But now, driving his prized possession, Red began to understand that if she couldn’t get him one way, she’d get him another.

Red thought she could call Blue and make him talk to her. She had his car, yet the uncertainty of whether or not he would get upset made her think twice about her next move. Her inner voice told her that Blue was not coming back. He had shitted on Red. So the more she drove the less she cared about getting Blue back, and the more she thought about paying him back for her pain.

Red drove all the way to Long Island. During the forty-five-minute trip, she replayed the relationship repeatedly in her mind. The car lights began to mesmerize her as she gripped the steering wheel. As the melodic jazz music floated through the speakers, Red wondered why the men she’d encountered were so cruel.

•  •  •

My mother met Jerome right after my father’s death. You would think he’d be like a father to me, but nah, he made it quite clear by his actions that I was not his child.

I still remember that day, when everything changed. As my mother left the drink next to the table, she turned and looked at me as if it was the last time we’d ever see each other. She grabbed her car keys and left me alone with Jerome. His caresses began to get more aggressive and his hand inched farther up my dress until it reached the lining of my panties. Then his hand moved from the front of my panties to the rear of them, massaging my young ass. His touch made me squirm. It felt unnatural. At six years old, I knew that this was wrong.

“No,” I whispered to him, but it was no use. He continued to massage my young clit through my panties with his thumb. The harder I squirmed the more he rubbed as he licked the side of my face. Suddenly he inserted his finger into my vagina. That was when my mother reentered the room and he quickly pulled his finger out. However, the pain was still there. I had been violated.

“Mommy, he touched my private parts,” I later explained. I had learned that word back in day care. They told us there were good touches and bad touches and no one was to touch our private parts in an inappropriate manner.

As I stood there in silence, I knew it was wrong. My mother may have been everything to me, but when she didn’t take my word over Jerome’s just because he was giving her a little extra ends, it really hurt me.

I learned then that bitches couldn’t be trusted and that a woman would always take a man’s word over another woman’s. I would never trust any woman again with my secrets.

Every young girl needs her mother, and when I needed mine to listen, she wasn’t there.

•  •  •

Blue left Red with both a blessing and a curse. She missed him dearly because of how well he treated her during their short-lived romance. But now, she wanted to see his demise. She was furious that another guy had taken advantage of her innocence. She wanted him to feel the pain she felt.

Once she hit Long Island, she found a phone booth and paged Blue. Sure enough, unlike her previous pages, the foreign number made Blue call back immediately.

“Yeah,” Red said into the receiver in a disguised voice.

“What up?” Blue said.

“When was the last time you seen your car?” Red whispered. Red imagined that the mention of his car raised Blue’s ears like a dog called to attention.

“What?” Blue spoke louder into the phone. Red could hear the music in the background, which meant that he was still inside the club and had no idea that his car was gone.

Blue searched frantically in his pockets for the valet claim ticket. His heart pounded but began to beat slower as his nerves calmed. He detected something familiar in the caller’s voice. “What about my car?”

“I got your car and if you want it back come meet me,” Red demanded.

“Red?” Blue said into the phone, his voice filled with disbelief.

“Yeah, nigga, so now you know my voice and my name, huh? And don’t hang up on me. If you hang up, you can kiss your car good-bye.”

“Red, hold on. I need to pay my tab and leave the club. Give me two seconds and I’ll call you back. I can hardly hear you.” Before she could object, Blue hung up the phone. He dug his hand into his pocket, pulling out his valet ticket, and ran to the parking lot. He handed his ticket to the attendant, who went to retrieve the car. Blue paced back and forth.

“Nigga, where is my black Mercedes?” Blue yelled across the lot—the attendant had been searching a little too long for his car.

“Mercedes?” The attendant knew immediately what Mercedes Blue was referring to: the Mercedes with the young girl in it.

“Oh, yeah.” The valet ran back over to Blue. “The girl. The girl took the car. I thought—”

Blue punched him right in the mouth.

•  •  •

Red was getting more furious by the moment. How dare he make me wait, she thought. Before she allowed her emotions to get the best of her chance for revenge, she breathed deeply, inhaling, then exhaling, blowing hard to calm herself. Red knew Blue had to have gone to the parking lot. There was no way he would have gone back to partying after hearing her threat. She could do nothing but wait for the phone to ring again. She knew it would ring again.

Ring, ring . . .

“Where in the fuck is my car, bitch?” Blue yelled into the phone.

“Bitch?”

“Look Red, stop fuckin’ playin’ and get me my damn car.”

“Excuse me? It’s no fun when the rabbit’s got the gun,” Red said with an attitude.

Blue began to panic. He couldn’t believe that this little bitch had gotten the upper hand on him.

Blue stood there with the phone pressed to his ear and looked up and down the street for the first cab he could find. He calmed down and spoke into the receiver.

“Okay, baby, let’s talk. Where are you?” Blue tried to beat her at her own game in hopes of finding her whereabouts.

Red knew he was insincere, yet it felt good to turn the tables and have him kiss her ass. “You never loved me, did you?” Red asked into the phone, needing, wanting to be sure.

“Yeah, I loved you. It’s just I knew you were leaving so I wanted to break it off before I got hurt.”

Red didn’t know which rule of the dating game this was, but she knew bullshit when she heard it. Blue’s words soothed her aching heart, but her love for him was too sincere for her to accept the bold lies.

She silently held the phone.

“Come see me,” Red finally said, as if reading his thoughts through the phone.

“Of course, baby. Where you at?” Blue asked.

“Long Island.”

“That’s kinda far. Check this out, drive back into the city and meet me at Junior’s,” Blue instructed.

Red was determined to keep things on her terms so she said, “No. You need to come out here and meet me at the North Randall Mall.”

“Whatever, I can be there in an hour,” Blue said, “I’m hailing a cab now.”

“I’ll meet you in the parking lot on the south side of the mall.”

The phone went dead and Red began to think of her next move. What can I do now?

She reached in the glove box of Blue’s car, searching for something to take. She found various photos of Blue and other bitches. Nothing surprising there. She also found about forty dollars in loose bills and change, which she pocketed.

She drove to a nearby convenience store and purchased two five-pound bags of sugar, a box of matches and charcoal lighter fluid. She hadn’t picked her weapon yet, but she wanted to be prepared. Walking out the door of the store, she had to fight back the tears. What in the world was this about? Her sweet sixteen was a month away and she was planning a caper that could land her in jail—or worse, get her beat the fuck up by Blue.

Walking to the car Red noticed the time and figured she had about twenty minutes before Blue arrived. She drove near the airport to find a ride. Red approached the cabstand and saw a cab taking a break at the nearby Burger King. She walked over and tapped the glass. The old, gray-haired cabbie smiled and rolled down his window.

“Hey, daddy.” Red spoke as if she were a woman older than her years.

“Yeah, honey. What can I do for you?”

“I need a ride back to the city and I was wondering if I could get a fare?”

“Sure, honey. Jump in.”

“Well, I need to get picked up at the mall. Could you follow me there?”

“What?” the cabdriver asked suspiciously.

“I have to drop off my sister’s car for her. She works night security at the mall.” Red pointed to Blue’s car. The Mercedes was tricked out, tinted glass, lots of chrome detailing—the works—and Red sensed the cabbie’s hesitation so she pulled two twenties from her pockets.

“Oh, don’t worry. I got money. I just don’t want to wait for her to get off. I came over here,” she said, pointing to the Burger King, “to get something to eat. Kill time before my sister gets off. Then I saw you, so I wondered if I could cab it back and meet her back at home. I got work in the morning,” Red added, yawning.

“I don’t go back into the city,” the cabbie explained, suddenly changing his mind.

“Well, get me to the train station and I’ll hop the train,” Red suggested. Red faked a shiver to let the cabbie know that he needed to make a decision. “Oh, it’s getting nippy.” She flashed a smile.

The cabbie hesitated before he finally said, “Okay. I’ll follow you over to the mall.”

Red led the driver to the mall. She knew which exit to have him park at, which was opposite the one where Blue was coming to meet her. She wanted to position the cabbie in a discreet spot so that when Blue pulled up, the cab would be undetected.

Red pulled into the North Randall mall parking lot. There were a few cars there, which probably belonged to people working late, and overnight security. The security jeep cruising past them made Red think twice of torching Blue’s ride.

The cabbie parked where Red indicated.

“I’ll be back in about twenty minutes. Please don’t leave me. I have to find my sister and give her the keys.” Red handed the cabbie twenty dollars. “I’ll have more. I just want to let you know that I’m serious.”

Red drove to the other side of the mall. She grabbed the bag of sugar and ripped it open, making a spout. Then she removed the cap to the gas tank and poured the sugar inside. When the first bag was completely empty, she poured in the second one.

Red replaced the cap on the gas tank and checked the fuel gauge. She turned the car off, started it again and revved the engine, then drove the car around in a circle until she felt the car drag a bit. Then she parked it. Satisfied with her revenge, she felt good. Although still hurting, she wouldn’t be the only one walking away bleeding.

Red took one of the keys and cut up the leather interior seats. She carved the letters R-E-D into the dashboard. She turned and slashed the headrests. Rearing back in the seat, Red kicked and kicked with all her might until she broke the knobs off the stereo. She ran to the trunk of the car, where Blue kept his extra speakers, and bashed those in with a set of dumbbells he also had in the car. Finally she left a note on the steering wheel of the car.

Blue,

The next time I see you, you’re dead!

Red

Satisfied with her work, Red headed for the rear of the mall, where she came up on two Dumpsters. Something moved in the shadows, making her heart beat fast. She wondered if she was alone. If Blue had gotten there, he’d been watching her and was probably planning to kick her ass for her actions.

Suddenly a small figure darted out in front of her. Red jumped, then let out a small sigh of relief. It was just a small cat that had been looking for something to eat in the Dumpster. Red felt no remorse, not even the least iota of guilt.

Red continued visiting New York every summer. From afar she watched Blue and heard of the rumors of his success through the grapevine. She vowed to one day take her revenge on him. Every good wasn’t gone. Every shut eye wasn’t sleep.



CHAPTER 5


What Goes on in the Dark

Q was puttin’ in extra work. After he had time to get used to the idea, he was so excited about having a child. A month had passed since he first found out that Red was expecting and he vowed to be out of the game by the time his child came into this world. Q was determined to be legit, save enough money and go back to school for a degree so that he could maintain a legal way of life.

This was perfect for Red because she was able to avoid seeing him a lot. When she couldn’t avoid him, she wore loose-fitting clothes and created excuses for not having sex with him. When Q and Red were able to spend time together, it was all hearts, flowers and candy.

Q pulled his car into one of the spots in the three-car garage attached to Red’s home.

“Hey, baby,” Red greeted him as he walked toward her smiling. His arms were filled with gifts. “You need to stop this,” she said, indicating the gifts. Q had been spoiling Red rotten. It was to the point that she didn’t even have to ask for shit, or even scheme. Red noticed the less she asked, the more she got out of him.

Red began to tear the packages open; inside one she found a set of toddler’s clothes. Oh shit, he starting to buy baby clothes, she thought.

“Red, when am I going to the doctor’s office with you?” Q asked.

“Um, you can go next month.” Red walked into the great room, faking admiration over the baby clothing. She was trippin’ because all of them were top-notch brand names like Guess? and OshKosh. “You hungry?” Red tried to change the subject.

“Nah, I’m good, but really, when was your last appointment? You don’t have to go through this alone.” Q pulled Red closer to him. With his arms around her he began to caress her stomach and kiss her gently on her cheek.

“Damn, you still small.” Q was referring to her stomach still being flat. Red did her best to poke it out and consciously rubbed it the way pregnant women subconsciously do.

“I went to the doctor Tuesday.”

“Damn,” Q said, obviously disappointed he missed the appointment by one day.

“I promise, you can go next month. It’s really no big deal. Look. It’s getting there.” Red smiled and placed his hand on her stomach again.

Q smiled back at her. “Come here, baby. Let me hold you.”

Red squirmed, trying to get away from his embrace. The truth was, she was on her period and all she needed was for him to feel her up and discover the ultra-thin sanitary napkin in the crotch of her panties. She walked over to the kitchen, Q following, and began to pull all sorts of food out of the fridge.

“I’m so hungry,” she said, eating a pickle and digging in a bag of chips. Q seemed happy to see her eating.

“I want a fat little baby. Don’t do that skinny Hollywood shit, Red. I mean it. Be sure to eat. Don’t be so vain about this.” He paused, then asked, “How far along are you?”

Oh shit, think, Red, think! “Why are you picking on me, Q?” She began to cry.

“Picking on you? How you figure that?”

“You asking all sorts of questions and I . . . I . . . waaaaa!”

Red had to do something to divert him from probing into her fake pregnancy.

“Red, I just want to—”

“You always in the streets! You don’t want me. You don’t want this baby!” Red slumped over, crying hysterically but laughing inside because he was falling for her shit, hook, line and sinker.

Red knew this would back him up. He felt guilty about how he made his money and whenever Red wanted to put him on the defensive, she used this against him. In the next breath she would ask for something that put his mind back on him doing what he was doing and what he had to do. It went back and forth like this over and over again, yet he fell for it every single time.

“You said we were going to look for another house and you haven’t even gone with meeeeee!” She wailed even more.

Red had been pressing Q for a new address for some time, which made him work even harder to get enough money. Red’s current home was worth at least $1 million, and Q knew he would have to move her into something similar, if not better.

“So have you been looking for homes?” Q asked, trying to appease her.

“I don’t want to go by myself. I want you to go with me.” Red made her lips quiver as if she were going to cry again.

“Baby, we can go soon. I promise,” Q reassured her so she wouldn’t have another crying spell.

“I still don’t want to live in Detroit. I don’t want to raise my child here.”

“I hear you, but I ain’t trying to go to New York. It’s just as bad as Detroit, Red.” Grimacing, Q shook his head.

“Look, I don’t care where we go, really. I just wanna get the fuck out of here.” She wiped her eyes with a tissue. “Niggas kill me, talking that ‘I got loot’ shit.” For good measure, she grabbed another pickle and started eating it. “A muthafucka soon learns just how long his money is when he can’t move where they want. I got people all day and night dropping by my crib. I got problems of my own I can’t solve. I got my Jew bitch on my back to perform or get out of her office.” Red staggered away, holding her stomach as if she were about to throw up.

She had already decided on her plan: to fake stress. Everyone knew that stress was the number-one cause of miscarriages. Red only had three options: produce a baby, fake an abortion or fake a miscarriage. The only reasonable alternative was a miscarriage due to the stress.

Red wondered what it would have been like just to date Q like a regular person. But she didn’t have time for regrets. She was on a mission and had to stick to the plan at hand.

Once Red got inside the bathroom, she put the rest of her plan to work. She removed the bloody pad she wore and threw it into the toilet with a lot of tissue. Fuck it, I’ll deal with that later if the toilet gets clogged, she thought. Splashing water on her face, as if she were perspiring, she knocked everything that was on the sink onto the floor. “Argghhhhh!” she screamed.

Q ran into the bathroom. “Baby, what’s wrong?”

“Q, the baby! The baby!” Red doubled over as if she were in pain.

“What?!” Q asked, almost hysterical.

Red held her stomach as Q moved her off of the toilet. “Oh my God!” he said as he stared at the mess.

“Our baby, Q! I’m having a miscarriage!” Red cried into Q’s chest. “Q, I’m so sorry,” she wailed.

Tears formed in Q’s eyes. Walking Red to her bed, he asked, “Should I call 911?”

Sitting on the edge of the bed, holding her stomach, she cried, “I know you wanted this baby. I did, too. Please don’t leave me, Q.”

Holding her tightly, he assured her, “I’m not going anywhere,” while kissing her tears away.

In between breaths, she replied, “I’ll call my doctor. This is something they told me could happen in the first trimester.”

Not knowing how to help her, he asked, “Is there anything I can get you?”

“Can you get me some pads, Q? Super,” she said as she picked up the phone. Dialing time and temperature, pretending it was her doctor’s office, Red spoke into the phone. “Hi, this is Raven Gomez and I’m a patient of Dr. Nesbit and I believe I’m having a miscarriage.”

Q listened for a moment, then left for the store to get what Red requested. Q rode in silence, as he shed tears for his unborn child.

•  •  •

Two weeks had passed and Red was coming around to being her normal self, from Q’s point of view, that is. He stood by her side and didn’t push the issue when shortly after the miscarriage she told him she was scheduled for a D & C. Although he wanted to accompany her, he opted not to because she claimed it was too painful and she wanted to forget the whole ordeal, plus she felt better with a woman around because they understood. Q didn’t fight her on this because he felt that somehow he was responsible for the miscarriage. When Sasha came to pick her up for the D & C, they went to a mall on the other side of town.

•  •  •

Red continued to enjoy Q’s undivided attention and sympathy, but it was starting to get old. Whatever Red wanted, Red got and she wasn’t complaining but she wanted some time to herself.

Today she was lying with her head in his lap, beginning to doze off, when the doorbell chimed.

“Damn, can’t have no peace with my man!” Right on time, Red thought as she stomped to the door, like she wasn’t expecting Sasha. “Muthafuckas come through here like it’s a casino.” Red mumbled more profanities under her breath as she went to the glass door. Red opened the door, winked at Sasha and turned to walk back into the great room.

“Hey, girl. What’s up? I’m all packed. When will I get my door key? We had a deal, remember?” Sasha asked.

“Q, this is my girl, Sasha,” Red said by way of introduction.

“What’s up?” Q sounded nonchalant.

“Hi, you look really familiar. You from around here?” Sasha started her usual questions dance. She knew that to ask questions sometimes meant you would get answers. “Did you go to Kettering High School?” Sasha sat on the chaise to the left of Q.

“Nah, didn’t go there,” Q responded.

Sasha knew that all the criminals in the city ran through Kettering. She wanted to figure out if he was an East Side playa or a North Side hustler. Sasha could smell money on Q and she knew if Red knew him, he was a money-getting cash cow someway, somehow.

“What side of town you from?” Sasha asked politely.

“Red, baby, I gotta make a run.” Q sipped the last of his drink, ignoring Sasha’s last question.

“You coming back, right?” Red asked, trying to scope out his intentions. She walked Q back through the corridor that led to the garage. “You gonna spend the night with me?” she asked, holding his hand.

“You know how I feel about resting my head in another nigga’s house. Can’t do it.”

“Yeah, I know. We got to get a place of our own. All this time we’ve been spending together has got a girl spoiled,” she said as she put her chin down, feigning sadness.

Sasha tiptoed over to the hall, trying her best to listen in on the couple. It wasn’t working, though; she couldn’t hear a thing.

“I may ask Sasha to move in with me until we find something,” Red confessed.

“What?” Q tried—and failed—to hide his irritation.

Faintly, the house phone began to ring.

“Want me to get that?” Sasha screamed from the hallway.

“Yeah, go ’head.” Red turned her attention back to Q.

Sasha fumbled around for the cordless phone. “Hello,” she answered.

“Collect call from Bacon?” the operator asked.
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