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dedication


This book is dedicated to the memory of my beloved brother, J. Dallas Stephens, and my wonderful children, Bria, Isaiah, Simone and Alex.




The Office Girls is based on true events and actual people. However, the names have been changed to protect the privacy of the individuals involved . . .





chapter 1


I knew the day I was born with an umbilical cord wrapped tightly around my throat, my mother crying, and the doctor screaming the words, “unless it’s necessary, don’t look at the face,” my life was going to be nothing but pure hell.


I was born the eldest of two boys in Buena Vista, Michigan. My parents were very religious and very strict. They preached two subjects constantly, heaven and hell. If you listened to what they said, you were bound for heaven, but if not, you were on a fast track to hell. Needless to say, I was very obedient. Well, as far they knew anyway. My younger brother, Johnny, on the other hand, wasn’t afraid to go to hell. He brought hell with him.


Yes, I was the golden boy in my parents’ eyes. So why was my life such a mess, you ask? Well, it’s easy to fool Mom and Dad. The world, however, is not so easily bamboozled!


My childhood was one of confusion and misunderstanding. I was always confused why people misunderstood me. I was very bright for my age; I understood situations that were beyond my years. I had superior book sense without having to read books. Intellectual inclination, I think it’s called.


I was a social misfit. I didn’t fit in with the intellectual kids, and I certainly didn’t fit in with the cool kids. I did, however, manage to indulge myself in mischievous behavior to hang out with the bad kids. But I always had limitations on just how much trouble in which I would dabble, and soon, I wouldn’t fit in with them, either. Consequently, I spent a lot of time alone.


Loneliness is said to feed the prowess of the imagination. After spending so much time with myself, I started to create my own friends. I’m not talking about the imaginary friends you have when you’re five or six years old. I was married and divorced twice before I let my imaginary friend, Bernice, return back to the world of the subliminal. Yes, I had an imaginary best friend, and no, I was not insane. I knew she was only imaginary, insane people don’t recognize that!


As a youth I was extremely shy to approach girls. I created Bernice to be my confidante and advisor to the female species. She wore long ponytails and dressed like a tomboy. She wasn’t very feminine, but then she wasn’t overly masculine, either. She was the type of girl I certainly wouldn’t be attracted to in real life. I liked prissy, very feminine girls. But despite her outwardly appearance, I still kind of had a crush on Bernice. Whenever I was around Bernice, I always had a sense of familiarity.


I felt comfortable discussing personal issues with her that I could never discuss with anyone else. As I grew older the comfort remained, and so did Bernice. Bernice always talked about karma, and doing unto others as you would have them do unto you, so to speak. She was very kind, and helped me stay on the right side of the tracks.


Some of Bernice’s advice I held under scrutiny. She convinced me to marry my first wife. Bad idea! That didn’t turn out well at all. Then she convinced me to marry my second wife, which turned out even worse. After my second divorce, I told her to kiss my ass and get the hell out of my life. And just like that, she was gone.


I met my first wife, Tonita, in high school. We didn’t start to date until after we both wound up unknowingly at the same college. We broke up, off and on, until we graduated. We ended up living in the same city and started to date seriously. After shacking up for a while we decided to get married. We both had our doubts, but we had been through so much for so long we figured, what could possibly break us up? We’d been through infidelity, poverty, distance, and managed to survive it all. But to answer that question of what could possibly break us up? Marriage!


Within one year of our marriage we had packed our bags and called it quits. We did, however, manage a beautiful little girl, Brimone, who captured my heart. Once the anger and pain of our divorce subsided, we found that we were still great friends. She remarried, and I got along with her husband quite well.


I met my second wife, Cecelia, shortly after my divorce from my first wife was final. We were passionately in love, but once the passion ran out, so did everything else. We never took the time to become friends while we were together, so now we are strangers who were once in love. Once again, out of my disastrous marriage, I managed a beautiful girl, Alexiah.


It is said that an artist does not know his best work until his heart has known suffering. I can confess that I truly know my best work, and know it well, because suffer my heart has done.


In high school I decided that I wanted to become a lawyer. One of my high school teachers instructed me to choose English and political science as majors—political science to prepare me for law, and English to prepare me on how to articulate the law to others. I took his advice and did simply that.


During my undergraduate studies I was an excellent student, never once dropping below a 4.0 grade-point average in my four years of academia. Physically, my once small, fragile frame had exploded into a strapping muscular young man. A once tenor voice had become deep bass. Though I was not recruited, I tried out for football, and made the team easily as a walk-on. During my senior year, I was an All-American and later drafted by the New England Patriots in the second round.


I played professional football for two years, seeing a little playing time in my sophomore season. I couldn’t, or didn’t want to, commit to the brutal time-consuming practices. I simply wanted to show up and play on Sundays. That didn’t go over well with my team. So I walked away from professional football and never once looked back. Well, maybe once.


As my sports career dwindled, my romantic career accelerated at a high velocity. Women were plentiful. I was rich! Young! And handsome! I stood six feet, two inches tall with dark-brown smooth skin, a nice clean faded haircut with dark shiny eyebrows and absolutely no facial hair. I had a size forty-eight-inch chest, with a thirty-two-inch waistline. It was once stated that if we ever had a problem landing a 747 plane at the airport, my shoulders were always an option. I spoke poetically and artistically when conversing with women, creating an element of mystery and charm. I guess most people would call this being a bit ostentatious, but I dispute that claim. In my case, it is merely an observation of one’s self.


After I completed my undergraduate degree and my short stint in the National Football League, I studied law at Harvard University in Cambridge, Massachusetts. The one major benefit of playing professional football was not the money, but the opportunity to get into Harvard’s prestigious law school. After two attempts, I passed the bar and moved to Atlanta, Georgia.


As fate would have it, my career would not be law, but writing professionally. I submitted my manuscripts to more publishers than I care to mention, and was rejected by each and every one of them. Somehow my manuscript fell into the hands of an independent publisher who had ties to a major distributor, and he decided to publish my work. I was offered a three-book deal with a pretty generous advance on my sales. I accepted, and I masterfully wrote creative, socially oriented books: books that all Americans should have appreciated, particularly African-Americans.


My books depicted America in her biased political and social structure of race and class. Unfortunately, for my career and me, the books barely made it out of the printer’s bindery before they were being shipped right back. I wrote three books in three years, and barely sold enough to cover the cost of the ink. Thank God for that generous non-refundable advance!


In my opinion, I had written some of the most gripping conscientious writings in modern era. The public didn’t respond favorably to politically fictional books that didn’t scandalize a political figure, so my literary career went down the tube quickly.


I started to write entertainment news after that. I wrote articles for a local newspaper using the pseudonym, Cyrus. The articles led to my own daily column and I made a pretty good living.


One day I ran across an article that read, “Black Women: The New Civil Rights Movement!” I read the article and couldn’t believe my eyes. The article told how black men have been left behind in the movement of political, economic, and social progression due to laziness and ignorance. It stated that black women no longer needed black men to raise a family. The article explained that women in corporate America could be just as competitive and productive as men, without the stress and agitation brought upon by men.


It gave the staggering statistics of black men in jail in comparison to those in college. Those jailed twice outnumbered those in college. And she added that those black men who were successful enough to make it up the ranks in corporate America often became much like their white male predecessors; too competitive, too arrogant, and too greedy. I was furious. When it came to black men, it seemed that we’re damned if we do, and we’re damned if we don’t. I thought to myself, am I the only person angry by this bullshit?


I contacted the lady who wrote the article, a Mrs. Jaline Dandy, and found that her column was her moonlighting job. She was actually a manager of the claims department at a major corporation called Upskon. To my surprise, she was a white woman who was born and raised in Oregon. Oregon? What the hell? Are there any black people in Oregon? Her closest contact to a black man was probably watching professional sports on television, so where was she getting her research?


It turns out her research was not based on interviews from black men, but black women only. The perception of black men could be very one-sided if the black man himself was not a part of the research.


I tried to get her to rewrite the article to paint a fair perception of all black men and not those who had only been the perpetrators of scorned black women. We shared our differences of opinions, but she wouldn’t change a word. I figured if she wouldn’t rewrite the article, I would write an article in defense of black men. That’s exactly what I did. I blasted the columnist for exploiting the plight of black men. However, by no means did I intend to insult black women in the process. And once again, that’s exactly what I did.


I received more emails and telephone calls in one day than I had ever received in my entire literary career. But it wasn’t only black women responding. Women of all races began to email me, calling me such names as misogynist, sexist, chauvinist, and even racist. Black women called me racist! Luckily, they never found out my true name was Michael B. Forrester, and not Cyrus. If they had, I would have had to change my name and move to another country to escape their wrath.


After so many complaints for my politically incorrect article, I was fired. My boss, a woman of course, called me into her office and kindly explained to me how I had gone wrong with my article. Then she kindly showed me to the door. I worked from my home, so I had no desk to clean out. I left the newspaper in a raging huff. I was pissed off and I blamed every woman on the planet earth for me being fired.


My anger sparked me to expose women for all of their glory. I was angry because I knew that my comments were not chauvinistic and sexist, and certainly didn’t warrant termination. I was simply stating that gender does not determine the behavior of corporate CEOs and managers. Power and greed is to blame. I also explained that race does not determine the number of black men in jail to black men in college, poverty does.


This is how my column read:


“Given the struggling conditions of poverty, any man, any woman of any race will take whatever measures necessary to survive. Never say what you will or will not do, if your child needs food for its belly, or shoes for its feet. For those who never have the luxury of living with a bank account to support their bills, crime as it may, may not be construed as a crime, but more of an opportunity. Perhaps if we increase their opportunity to survive like human beings, we will decrease the probability of them resulting to survive like animals with the dog-eat-dog mentality. Which brings me to my point; African-American men are stigmatized as being lazy and ignorant because of the existing conditions of the African-American community. But if you’ve ever lived in poverty you know the major reason for crime is not laziness, nor ignorance, its hopelessness. I was raised with my parents living from check to check. It wasn’t easy for me to stay focused with school and getting my education, but I did. But there were also those days when I wanted new sneakers like everyone else. Or I wanted my own car, or something as simple as just wanting to go to a fast-food restaurant and order a burger. But I couldn’t because I didn’t have a dime to my name. And after paying all of the family bills, neither did my parents. On those days I felt that it was unfair that I could not afford to buy me a burger when others were living in big houses with money to burn. On those days, I wanted to get money, however and wherever I could. On those days, I felt that if life was going to be unfair to me, I didn’t have to be fair to anyone else. On those days, I lost so many friends to jail or the grave because they felt the same sense of hopelessness. Looking back on those days, I too, had the mind of a criminal. I just didn’t act upon my impulse. And no, it wasn’t wisdom that prevented me from crime; it was fear, the fear of captivity. The same captivity those who live in poverty try to escape every day.


“And some may say that if I stayed focused and became an educated man and not a criminal, my friends could have withstood the strife of poverty, as did I. But to each man’s back, a cross he bears. Some men’s backs are tired, but their will is strong, so they journey on. Some men’s backs are sore, but their will is strong, so they journey on. And some men, when their will is broken, so too are their backs. And once your back is broken, you don’t give a damn about a cross.


“This is not to excuse the behavior of those men who are behind bars who have caused pain or injury to anyone, be it physically, or psychologically. My hypothesis is this: if violence and crime were biological traits of the black man, why is it that white men who are not in poverty, commit many more crimes than black men who are not in poverty? This is a fact that is never mentioned in our articles.


“African-American men no longer have a voice of defense; we are an easy target to judge. Our society, our laws, our government, nor our black women have the compassion or courage to defend us anymore. And when we try to defend ourselves, we are viewed as self-pitying crybabies who complain too much. Anything black men have to say in defense of ourselves these days is considered whining, even when there is a young man lying on the street with his skull bashed in from the club of a white police officer’s baton!


“Society’s biggest triumph over the black man is when it offered black women their own civil rights movement in conjunction with white women and they accepted the deal wholeheartedly. Their pride and their commitment are to womanhood, and no longer to their race.


“This goes out to black women only: in your usurpation of the household, your rapacious attack upon the character of black men, need I remind you of your history? Do you realize black men have died for you? So that you could have everything that you have now! So that you can vote! So that you can afford to be independent! So that you can own your own house! Your own car! White men didn’t do this for you! White women didn’t do this for you! Black men did! Black men did this for you! It was OUR blood! The black man’s blood!


“And you have the unmitigated gall to turn your back on us now when we need you most because society has offered you a contract without us! I am proud to be a man, but more importantly, I am proud to be a BLACK man. And if a white man were to ask me to join forces with him against my black woman under any circumstances, I would tell him to kiss my black ass!


“My last words are to Ms. Jaline Dandy: are you perpetuating this literary genocide of black men to boost the ratings of your article? You need to be ashamed of yourself, and your poor, ignorant, misguided readers should be even more ashamed of themselves for supporting your diatribe.”
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It was the last few lines that drew the ire of most of the female mob. But I stand behind every word!


After my insensitive and cruel termination I set out to prove that in corporate America, women would behave in the same manner as men if given the same circumstances. I would resurrect my literary career by writing a tell-all book about the corporate battle of women’s sensitivity versus men’s logic, that in the grand scheme of things, women’s sensitivity and men’s logic don’t mean shit! Money and power produce the same result with any gender or any race; greed, selfishness, and cruelty.


But before I could do that, I had to find a job that would allow me the research. I needed a female guinea pig that worked in corporate America. I tried to call on Bernice, but I guess she was still pissed with me for telling her to get lost. No matter how desperate my plea, she refused to materialize.


I bought a Sunday newspaper and half-heartedly browsed through the classified ads, mostly to prove to myself that I was at least making an attempt to get started with the book. I looked back and forth, and back and forth. As luck would have it, I saw an advertisement for a position in an office setting. The ad took up half of the page as if God didn’t want me to miss it. It read, “Upskon Hiring! Claims Dept. Please fax resume to Jaline Dandy.”


I fell on my knees and shouted, “Thank you, Lord!” I wanted sweet revenge and God seemed to be telling me that vengeance is on the way! I typed up a fake resume and faxed it over immediately. I wanted it to be the first thing this Jaline picked up from the fax machine on Monday morning. After I faxed it, I patiently waited for the confirmation. When it finally came through, I put the newspaper down and turned on the television. I had earned a day of relaxation after all that, and I treated myself to an afternoon of ESPN. I told myself that it was a long shot that they would even respond to my resume so I prepared myself for the disappointment.


Two days later I received a call from Upskon asking me to come in for an interview. I jumped up and down like a big kid in a candy store. I called them back and confirmed the interview’s day and time. I will never forget my interview. That day started the beginning of my new life, my new life with the office girls of Upskon.
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Jaline Dandy didn’t look anything like I imagined. I imagined her being an old white woman with white hair, with wrinkles around her mouth. Perhaps with a Southern dialect, even though I knew she was from the Northwest. But instead, she was a young-looking, middle-aged woman, moderately attractive, and very articulate.


“Good afternoon, Mr. Forrester. I’m Ms. Dandy.”


“Good afternoon, Ms. Dandy.”


“Any trouble finding us?”


“No problem at all.”


“Well, you’re a Harvard man, huh?”


“Yes, yes, I am.”


“Why would a Harvard man want to work in a small claims department?”


“Harvard men have to eat, too,” I said jokingly.


“I like that attitude.”


“Thanks.”


“Well, Mr. Forrester, your resume is quite impressive. And, the position is available. But I must say that with your credentials you are well overqualified. But as you say, you have to eat, too.”


“I sure do.”


“Can you start on Monday?”


“No problem.”


“Okay, we’ll see you Monday.”


“That’s it? I got the job?”


“If you want it, you do.”


“Sure I do. Thanks, Ms. Dandy.”


“Welcome aboard,” Jaline said, shaking my hand.


“Thank you, Ms. Dandy.”


“Stop with the Ms. Dandy, call me, Jaline.”


“If you say so, Jaline.”


“All right, our business here is done,” Jaline said, standing and walking around to the front of her desk. “Tazzy, your supervisor, will meet you on Monday and show you around. That’s it. Guess I’ll see you on Monday.”


“First thing.”


I walked out of Jaline’s office, and as I scanned the office with my man radar, all I could see was desk after desk of women. I knew immediately that in order for me to fulfill my mission, I would have to deny the dream of every red-blooded, straight American male. And that is to be the only man on an island of women. This may not have been an island intrinsically, but it was the next best thing.
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I showed up for work on Monday bright and early as promised. I didn’t have a badge so I had to wait until Tazzy showed up. It didn‘t take long before she came strolling up to the door with her arms full of bags. We greeted each other very cordially, and I took the bags out of her arms.


Tazzy was a petite young lady, who looked as if she was straight out of high school. She was slightly short of five feet tall and a hundred pounds soaking wet. She had beautiful smooth caramel skin. Her hair was short, but cut very neatly. She showed me to my desk and informed me that a lady named Cynthia would be training me. She then showed me to the break room and told me to relax until Cynthia came to get me. One by one the office girls started to arrive for work.


“Hey, how are you doing?”


“I’m fine, how are you?” I responded.


“I’m fine. My name is Virginia. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”


“It’s a pleasure to meet you, too.”


“And your name is?”


“Oh, excuse my manners. My name is Michael Forrester,” I said, standing to shake her hand.


She shook my hand with the grace of an angel and the elegance of a queen. There was something insouciant about this lady. She was middle-aged, maybe late fifties to early sixties. Her hair was white, but her face looked young. She showed no signs of wrinkles on her face. She reminded me of a jazz singer named Nancy Wilson. As she left the break room I couldn’t help but stare.


Susan, the assistant supervisor, a white lady, came in the break room next and fixed a cup of coffee. Susan had blonde hair, blue eyes, and a thin, tight body. She was about five feet five inches tall, with a high-pitched, squeaky voice that bordered on the verge of annoyance.


“Hey, are you the new guy?”


I was tempted to say, “What does it look like, fool?” But instead I courteously replied, “Yes, I’m the new guy.”


“My name is Susan, and I’m the assistant supervisor here in the office. If there’s anything you need, just let me know.”


“Thanks.”


“Not a problem,” Susan said, walking out of the break room.


I sat twiddling my thumbs for a while when Darsha, Valerie, Lisa and Alicia walked in. They were in full gossip mode. When they saw me sitting at the table they stopped talking and looked at me.


“Do you work here?” Lisa asked.


“Yes. Today is my first day.”


“I’m Alicia. Hi.”


“Hi, Alicia,” I spoke.


Alicia was a very attractive light-skinned woman with a perfect thirty-six-twenty-four-thirty-six frame. Maybe even better! She had long golden hair that was pinned up. Her eyes were big and light brown, very welcoming. She was definitely in the wrong business. There was some modeling agency missing a star! It was all I could do to keep from asking her to marry me on the spot. For the life of me, I could not figure out her nationality. Black, Hispanic, biracial, I couldn’t pin it down.


“Hi, my name is Valerie.”


“Hi, Valerie, I’m Michael.”


Valerie was quite tall with long legs, a nice round butt, slim waist and nice pert breasts. Her hair was about shoulder-length and curled underneath. She had a nice dark-brown complexion. She was quite attractive. She was dressed in a man’s suit, which looked very neat on her and business-like. She probably had men lining up to date her.


“Hey, what’s up? I’m Darsha.”


“Hey, Darsha, I’m Michael.”


Darsha was about twenty-two or twenty-three years old. Judging by her attire I could tell she was an active member of the hip-hop culture. That made me wonder what kind of business would hire such a young, inexperienced person. I would find out later that she was very mature and responsible for her age, probably more than I. She was fair-skinned, slim with slender hips, strange-looking eyes, and humorous.


“Hi, I’m last, but definitely not least. I’m Lisa. How are you?”


Lisa was what we black people call high-yellow, light-skinned, with short hair, broad shoulders, and broad hips. She was gentle and soft-spoken.


“I’m fine, Lisa. I’m Michael Forrester.”


“Who’s training you?” Lisa asked.


“I think Tazzy said it was someone named Cynthia.”


“Okay, good to meet you,” Lisa said. “Later, Michael.”


“Uh, later,” I said.


They cleared the break room and then Wanda and Pam walked in.


“Hey, man, you the new dude?” Wanda said, without even looking at me.


Wanda was tough-looking, with a tough voice. She had big bulging eyes, a deep voice, and a presence, which demanded respect, or she’d kick your ass. She was about five feet six inches tall, a little husky, with a delightfully friendly smile.


“Yes, I’m the new dude.”


“I’m Wanda. And that’s Pam,” Wanda said, pointing at Pam.


“Wanda, I don’t need you to introduce me,” Pam said. “I’m Pam, how are you?”


Pam was an attractive woman with an athletic build, dark-brown, smooth skin. Nice muscular legs. A protruding round buttock that extended from her body at least twelve inches. Her hair was cut perfectly to match the sculpture of her face.


“I’m just fine. Good to meet you.”


Pam and Wanda walked out together. I played with the salt and pepper shakers until Cynthia finally came to get me.


“Michael?” Cynthia asked, as she peeked her head through the door.


Cynthia was short, about five feet three inches tall. She was pretty, but in a homely type of way. She wore a long skirt that had to be handed down by her grandmother’s grandmother. It revealed no form of human shape within its wrapping. She wore big glasses that she looked over, instead of through. But despite her outward appearance, she was warm and inviting. Upon our first introduction I had a feeling that I knew her from somewhere, but I couldn’t quite place her.


“Yup, that’s me.”


“Let’s go, man. You got a date with a computer.”


I stood up and followed Cynthia back to my desk, passing everyone else in the office along the way. As I got closer to my desk, I saw Alicia’s beautiful face. Her desk faced directly in front of mine. I smiled at the thought of having her picture-perfect view from the time I came in the door, until I clocked out to go home. Maybe my life of recent mishaps was taking a turn for the better. Once again, I reminded myself that no matter how attracted I became to any of the women in the office, I would maintain my objective and keep the project of researching first and foremost. As I sat down, I noticed there was also a vacant desk on my right. I found out later that my neighbor was out sick.


Before Cynthia and I could get started on our training session, Tazzy called a meeting and we all gathered in the center of the office.


“Good morning, everybody,” Tazzy spoke.


“Good morning,” the office girls spoke in unison.


“Is Tina here yet?” Tazzy said, looking around for her.


“Not yet,” voices scattered.


“Well, it’s going to be a quick meeting. I’ll get the small things out of the way. Can everyone please stay away from the thermostat? I’ve been noticing the temperature is much lower than where I set it. Secondly, when you go into the bathroom, please, please clean up after yourselves. I cannot stress that enough, especially when Mother Nature is calling. No one wants to walk into a bathroom and be greeted with someone else’s tampon or what have you. So please, clean up after yourselves, okay? Now, back to business, we really have to stay focused and stay on task. We have to get our volume of claims down. So please, if you must talk, keep it to a minimum and try not to disturb your neighbor. That’s it. Any questions?”


“Can you speak up? I can barely hear you,” Pam said.


“You need to quit, Pam. You know you can hear that girl,” Valerie said, whispering so that Tazzy couldn’t hear.


“I said please keep talking to a minimum. Clean up behind yourself. Stay away from the thermostat. And let’s try to work on getting our claims down. Did you get it that time, Pam?” Tazzy said, raising her voice.


“Some of it,” Pam mumbled, rolling her eyes.


“I’m sure your neighbor will let you in on whatever you missed.”


The girls in the office were beginning to disperse when Tazzy stopped them. “Oh, I almost forgot. I’d like to welcome our newest employee, Michael Forrester,” Tazzy said, pointing at me. “Please do your best to make Michael feel as comfortable as possible. Have a nice day, people!”


I waved to the girls to acknowledge Tazzy’s announcement, then we went back to our desks. Cynthia and I sat down together at my desk to begin my training. As she started to speak, that irrepressible familiar feeling resurfaced.


“Excuse me, Cynthia,” I said. “Do I know you from somewhere?”


“I don’t think so,” Cynthia said with a smile.


“You seem so familiar to me. What’s your full name?”


“Cynthia B. Childs.”


“What does the ‘B’ stand for?”


“It stands for ‘B’ as in B-quiet.”


“Are you ashamed of your name?”


“I’m not ashamed. I just don’t know want anybody to know what it is.” Cynthia laughed. “It is coun-tree.”


“You look so familiar to me.”


“Everybody tells me I have that kind of face.”


“Yeah, maybe that’s it!”
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Cynthia trained me for that first week and I kept my conversations confined to her ears only. On Wednesday she gave me a list of telephone numbers of the women in the office. Strangely, the list consisted of both work and personal contact numbers. She told me both numbers were listed because during the winter hours they would call each other to make sure each of them made it to their cars safely. Although Upskon was a huge building that employed over five hundred people, the security was a joke. It was common knowledge that security seemed to show up after someone was robbed, stabbed or raped. All of these crimes had happened in Upskon’s parking lot. 





chapter 2


Over the weekend I did what I did every other weekend: picked up my daughters, went to the movies, and, or rented movies. I had not had a consistent social life since my second marriage. I found my children to be therapeutic. They looked to me for so much. Their need for me kept me hanging on to my sanity.


My oldest daughter from my first marriage was thirteen. And my youngest daughter from my second marriage was five. Their mothers made no attempt to make sure they kept in contact so I made arrangements to have them both on the same weekends and major holidays to assure they would bond as sisters. They got along like most sisters, fighting one moment, and hugging the next.


This weekend was going as any other. Alexiah had fallen asleep on the way to my house, probably still worn out from playtime at school. Brimone, on the other hand, decided to make the evening a little more exciting.


“Daddy,” Brimone shouted. “Come here!”


I leaped from the sunken hole in my couch, created by the countless hours of watching ESPN in one spot, and ran upstairs to the bathroom.


“Are you okay, Brimone?”


“Daddy, promise me you won’t get upset.”


“What’s the matter, baby?” I said, walking in front of Brimone.


“Look!” Brimone said, raising tissue from her backside.


“What’s that, baby?” I said, backing up.


“I started my period, Daddy!”


I stood back, and slowly inched my face closer until I realized what was on the tissue.


“Oh, shit!” I shouted, tripping backward.


Brimone laughed and shook her head.


“I’ll be right back, okay?”


“Okay, Daddy.”


“Don’t move, baby! Please don’t move! Okay?


“I won’t!”


I ran into my bedroom and leaped over my bed to get to the telephone. I called Brimone’s mother but I could only reach her voicemail. I left a panicked message and then called Alexiah’s mother. She too, was unavailable. I tried desperately to conjure up Bernice for support but she would not appear. I remembered that I had some of the office girls’ telephone numbers and I called the first name on the list.


“Hello.”


“Hello, Cynthia?” I asked, breathing heavily.


“Yes, this is Cynthia.”


“Cynthia, I hate to disturb you, but I have a problem and I need to speak with someone. Got a minute?”


“Sure, what’s up?”


“Well, well,” I stuttered, trying to tell her my dilemma without making a fool of myself. “Well, Cynthia, I have a thirteen-year-old daughter, and she’s with me for the weekend, and I think she just started her menstrual cycle.”


“She what?” Cynthia said, laughing under her breath.


“I think she started her period and I don’t know what to do!”


“First, calm down, Michael, I can stop by the store and pick up some pads if you like?”


“Would you, please?”


“Where do you live?”


“I live on Sycamore Street. Go north on Genessee until you get to Sycamore, and then make a left. I’m the second house on the right, 1439 Sycamore.”


“Okay, I’ll be there in a few.”


“Okay, thanks again, Cynthia.” I tried to compose myself.


“No problem. Go check on that baby and make sure she’s all right.”


“Okay, Cynthia.”


“Okay, bye.”


“Bye!”


After I hung up the telephone I ran back into the bathroom and my daughter handed me a couple of sheets of tissue. They were stained in blood and that was the last thing I remember until I heard Cynthia ring my doorbell.


“Michael!” Cynthia said, slowly opening the door. “Michael! Where are you?”


“Uh, right here,” I mumbled, standing at the top of the stairs.


“Michael, are you all right?” Cynthia asked, walking up the stairs.


“Yeah, I’m fine.”


“I rang your doorbell like a hundred times, man. Thank God, the door was open. And why do you have your door unlocked anyway?” Cynthia said, looking around. “You can tell this is a good neighborhood, you can’t even leave your window unlocked in my neighborhood.”


“Huh?”


“Michael, snap out of it!” Cynthia said jokingly, snapping her fingers in front of my face. “Where’s your daughter?”


“In there,” I responded, pointing inside of the bathroom.


“Relax, Michael, I’ll take it from here.”


“Hey, I’m going in with you. I don’t want my baby to think that I can’t handle it.”


“All that girl is thinking about right now is, what is going on with her body.”


“I need to go talk to her.”


“You’re too nervous, man. You don’t need to go in the trenches.”


“Oh, okay. I’m out here if you need me.”


“Michael,” Cynthia said, standing in front of the bathroom door, “you may want to introduce us, though. She may be a little shy, or maybe even a little scared, having a strange woman walk into the bathroom with her unannounced.”


“Good idea, Cynthia.”


I calmly introduced Cynthia to Brimone and explained to her that Cynthia was there to help. I stood outside, and every now and then, I would ask the girls how things were going. They would affirm that everything was going well and I would resume my pacing.


Eventually they emerged from the bathroom. I kissed Brimone on the cheek and carried her to her bed. Of course she could have walked without any difficulty, but I felt compelled to do it. She placed her head on my chest and closed her eyes. Instead of laying her down, I sat in a chair and rocked her until she fell asleep. I guess that was my way of holding on to my baby. Literally!


Cynthia sat patiently on the bed and we talked quietly as I rocked my teenage daughter like an infant. After I laid Brimone on the bed, Cynthia and I walked downstairs. Since we had resolved the crisis, neither one of us knew how to continue the dialogue.


“Well, Cynthia, I think I can take it from here.”


“I guess I better be getting back home then.”


While we were saying our good-byes, Brimone woke up and walked down the stairs.


“Thank you, Ms. Cynthia,” she said, rubbing her sleepy eyes.


“No problem, sweetie.”


“Wait a minute,” I said. “What are you about to do, Cynthia?”


“Go home and watch a movie.”


“Are you going home to a family?”


“Nope, just me.”


“Is it too late for you to watch a movie with us?”


“That sounds nice. You sure your girls won’t mind me taking some of their time with Daddy?”


“I’m positive. They’re happy whenever we have company.”


“Okay then, I’ll stay.”


“Good.”


“Good.”


While we were walking to the den, Cynthia scanned my home.


“You have a beautiful home, Michael. I don’t live that far from here, but my neighborhood doesn’t look anything like this,” Cynthia said, walking around my house. “May I?”


“Mi casa es su casa,” I replied.


My house was huge—a mini-mansion, some would call it. Most people think I purchased it by either hitting the lottery, or hitting a drug cartel member over the head and taking his loot. I did, however, buy the house for a steal from my editor before she and her family moved to Florida. And although my stay in the National Football League was an extremely brief stay, the job paid well, and I invested well. I think it’s safe to say I won’t have to worry about finances for a long time.


My house has three levels with antique furniture in most of the rooms, decorated by my ex-wives in Queen Anne and Queen Victoria colonial style. I have seven bedrooms, six baths, three fireplaces, two living rooms, a huge dining room, den, study, and a spacious eat-in kitchen with plenty of windows to allow plenty of sunlight. And lastly, is my glorious place of refuge, the basement. I remodeled and decorated the basement, the only room in the house that I’d had a hand in creating. It has a theater room with nice comfortable leather chairs for viewing. It also has a sitting area with a love seat and recliner. And on every wall is memorabilia from the University of Michigan football team. Some may call it a shrine, but for those who are Michigan fans, it’s a way of life.


“Man, this is a freaking castle!” Cynthia said in admiration.


“It’s not all that,” I said modestly.


Cynthia was excited as I showed her upstairs. Afterward, we went back down to the den to watch movies. Cynthia stayed until after midnight and we enjoyed ourselves. Although we got along well, it was clearly understood that there were no sparks between us. But I was happy to have made a friend. I wasn’t sure how I, and my newfound friend, would react to each other on Monday. This was a little strange because I’d never had my work life intrude upon my personal life and vice versa. As fate would have it, I wouldn’t have to wait until Monday to find out.


Cynthia called the next day to check on Brimone. After they spoke, it was decided that she would come over to watch another movie with us on Saturday.


The girls were taking a bath when Cynthia arrived so she sat in my den and watched the remaining fourth quarter of the University of Michigan game. Having been a lifelong Michigan Wolverine fan, I warned Cynthia that I might not be much of a conversationalist until the game was over.


“Cynthia, I don’t mean to be rude, but this is the Michigan-Notre Dame game. My conversation will be limited. I hope you understand.”


“No problem. I love football! Go Irish!”


“Go who?”


“You heard me. Go Irish!”


“That’s blasphemy in my house, woman!”


“You’re cheering for Michigan, I assume?”


“You have to ask? Go Blue!”


“Did you play ball at Michigan?”


“No.”


“Then why are you cheering for them?”


“Because I was born and raised in Michigan, woman!” I said, sitting straight up, as the Notre Dame player was running down the sideline.


“TOUCHDOWN NOTRE DAME!!!!” the television announcer screamed.


“You see what you’ve done, Cynthia?”


“What did I do?” Cynthia clapped her hands. “GO IRISH!”


“You know what, Cynthia,” I said, gently taking her by the arm. “I think Brimone really wants to talk to you about that little girl stuff. So maybe you need to go to her room. Thanks, kiddo!”


“Okay. I’ll go upstairs but Michigan is still going to lose.”


“All right, all right,” I said, escorting her to the staircase.


Michigan won the game and Cynthia and I became good friends.
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The following week, Wanda, Pam, Lisa and I were sitting in the break room for lunch and a conversation sprang up on the radio about men being intimidated by successful women. I sat and listened as they ranted their opinions.


“That’s the problem with men nowadays. Every time a woman makes more money than them, they can’t take it!” Wanda shouted.


“I know,” Pam agreed. “It’s hard for me to get a date because I have my own car, my own house, and my own money. Men don’t know how to deal with a woman like me.”


As I tried to ignore them, I thought to myself, perhaps men don’t want to deal with a woman like you, not because you have a car, a house, or your own money. Maybe, just maybe, it’s because you have a rotten-ass attitude that a man can’t stand to be around.


“I don’t think all men are intimidated by successful women,” Lisa interrupted.


“I ain’t never met a man who could handle a woman makin’ more money than him!” Wanda snapped. “Never!”


“They start feeling insecure and become possessive,” Pam said.


Ms. Virginia walked into the break room and listened to the other office girls as they blasted away.


“If black men wasn’t so dam’ lazy, we wouldn’t have that problem!” Wanda shouted.


“Excuse me, ladies,” Ms. Virginia interrupted, “don’t you see that gentleman sitting over there?”


“Yeah, I see him,” Wanda said. “And?”


“Let’s try to respect the fact that we now have a man in the office,” Ms. Virginia said.


“Why? He ain’t complaining,” Wanda responded.


“Wanda, even if he’s not, how would you feel if you were in an office full of white people and they were speaking badly about black people?”


“I’d go the hell off!”


“Just because Michael is not going off, it doesn’t mean that he shouldn’t be respected.”


“Okay, Ms. Virginia.” Wanda rolled her eyes.


“We didn’t embarrass you, did we, Michael?” Lisa asked.


“No,” I said, clearing my throat, surprised someone finally acknowledged that I was in the room.


“Well, I know how to settle this,” Wanda said, rolling her eyes again. “Mike, do you think men are intimidated by women who make more than they do?”


“Absolutely not,” I said, with a half-grin.


“Absolutely not?” Wanda yelled. “You crazy, man!”


“Wanda, you asked the man a question and he answered it. Don’t start going off,” Lisa said.


“I ain’t goin’ off! Shit!” Wanda said, defending herself.


“I’m curious, what is your opinion on the subject, Michael?” Ms. Virginia asked.


“I don’t think it’s a matter of women intimidating men,” I replied. “I think gender has nothing to do with it. I think that even if you have two people with equal incomes in a relationship and one of those persons begin to make more money, the dynamics of the relationship are going to shift to the person who makes the most money as being the most dominant. The person who brings in the most money is usually going to be the person who makes the most decisions with his or her money, thus, causing the other person to feel inferior.”


“Um, well said, Michael,” Ms. Virginia said, sarcastically clapping her hands to Wanda.


“Let’s get more specific. If a woman made more money than you, would it intimidate you, Michael?” Pam asked.


“Absolutely not. Now, if more money brings more attitude, maybe that would create a problem. But I think intimidation is an overused word that doesn’t apply to most male-female relationships when it comes to finances.”


“That’s your opinion. I think men are intimidated,” Wanda said, rolling her eyes.


“That figures,” I said sarcastically.


“What you mean by that?”


“I meant nothing, Wanda.”


“See, you’re intimidated by me speaking my mind right now!”


“Intimidated?” I asked, annoyed by her comment. “Intimidate means to make afraid, or to feel threatened. There is nothing you can say or do to frighten me. As a matter of fact, I find you to be obstreperous and this conversation garrulous bellicosity, senseless office rhetoric with no foundation of logic or reasoning. And had I not been asked, I would never have commented on a topic with no intent of ratiocination.”


I got up and walked out of the break room. But before I left I bade the ladies a warm adieu. I was given warm smiles from everyone, except from Wanda, of course. I’ll never know what was actually said after I left, but I have a feeling it wasn’t good.


“What the hell that niggah just say to me?” Wanda said.


“I don’t know, Wanda, but I think he insulted you.” Ms. Virginia laughed.


“Me too,” Lisa added, laughing with Ms. Virginia.


“See, here we go. All that it takes is for one man to come in here and break up our team,” Wanda said. “Don’t y’all see what he’s doing? Divide and conquer, y’all! Divide and conquer!”


“Girl, you a mess!” Ms. Virginia said.


“A mess?” Wanda asked, staring at the office girls slowly, “or a prophet? This dude is the devil, I tell you!”


“A hot mess!” Lisa said, as the office girls piled out of the break room.
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Later that week I finally met Tina, my desk neighbor. The office buzzed over her coming back to work on a Friday after being out sick for two weeks. And when she did arrive, she was late. From that act alone, I knew she was going to be fun. But before she made her grand entrance, she called to see if the coast was clear.


“Good morning, thank you for calling Upskon, Wanda speaking . . . Girl, where you at . . . Yeah, Tazzy know you ain’t here . . . I ain’t clocking you in, girl, you crazy . . . Just hurry up . . . Hurry up . . . Okay, bye . . . Okay, bye . . . OKAY, BYE!” Wanda said, slamming the telephone on the receiver. “Dam’! I said bye three times!”


“Was that Tina?” Ms. Virginia asked.


“Who else?” Wanda said.


“That girl is going to mess around and get fired,” Alicia said.


“Let’s hope not.” Ms. Virginia sighed.


Tina dashed into the office practically out of breath.


“Wanda, does Tazzy know I’m not here?”


“I told you on the phone she knew!”


“Maaaan! Shoot! Tazzy gon’ fire me!”


“You better get yourself together, Tina,” Ms. Virginia said.


“Well, I’m working on it, Ms. Virginia.”


“Good! How are things at home?”


“He’s still acting crazy! That’s why I’m late. I told him I was leaving, and he had a fit. The fool knows I’m on my way to work, and he’s still accusing me of cheating. I thought he was going to kill me the way he was yelling and screaming.”


“Well, you’re here now,” Ms. Virginia said.


“I told you not to mess with that fool in the first place!”


“What are you talking about, Wanda? You’re the one who introduced us.”


“Then after y’all started kickin’ it, I told you that fool was crazy and leave him the hell alone!”


“Wanda, we had three kids by the time you told me that.”


“Hell,” Wanda said, “better late than never.”


“If it was me, I would have been gone a long time ago,” Pam said.


“You need to leave that man, Tina!” Alicia said.


“That’s why I don’t mess around with jealous fools,” Pam added.


“Yeah, Tina, you better walk out before they have to drag you out!” Wanda said.


“Listen to all of you. There’s no telling what’s going on in Tina’s home, and you shouldn’t be encouraging her to leave when there could be serious consequences.”


“Forgive me, Ms. Virginia, but I don’t give a damn what the consequences are! If you think that man gon’ hurt you, Tina, get the hell out as soon as you can!” Wanda snapped.


“I’m tryin’, y’all.”


“Darling, make sure that when you leave, you are in a safe environment because leaving could only be the beginning of his rage, and not the end.”


“Tina, read my lips,” Wanda said, slowly enunciating each word. “Get-the- hell-out! See, I’m from Chicago, I wouldn’t be puttin’ up with that shit!”


“Tina, don’t listen to that mess!” Ms. Virginia said. “These women don’t know what you may be going through at home.”


“What makes you think you know, but we don’t?” Pam asked.


“Have you ever had a man beat you so badly you couldn’t open your eyes for three days?” Ms. Virginia said.


“Have you?” Pam asked sarcastically.


“Yes, I have,” Ms. Virginia said, as Pam stopped typing. “And that’s why I’m talking to Tina now, because I don’t want her to end up in my shoes, running for her life. My husband followed me from relative to relative, friend to friend. He didn’t care who it was, if they were in the way of getting to me. He would hurt them, too. I was endangering their lives, so I left. Then he followed me from shelter to shelter, and finally, from city to city. There was no escaping. The police wouldn’t help because they said there was nothing they could do until he did something to me. I kept moving until I thought he had given up. I hadn’t heard from him in years, but one day after I thought I would never see him again, he showed up at my church here in Atlanta. I was so shocked I didn’t know what to do. He asked me to come with him. I didn’t want to make a scene at church, so I did. My mistake! He took me to a secluded area of a park, and he beat me, and beat me, and beat me. A young lady, who happened to be jogging by, heard my screams and came to my rescue. Unfortunately, before help could arrive, she was stabbed several times. My husband ran off. And I haven’t heard from him since.”


“What happened to the jogger?” Tina asked.


“She survived. Her physical scars healed, but I’m sure she will always have some emotional scars.”


“Ms. Virginia, I would have never thought a classy woman like you would have to go through something like that,” Wanda said sadly.


“Classiness doesn’t mean a thing when a maniac is trying to kill you.”


“But still, you a strong woman, Ms. Virginia.”


“Strength has nothing to do with it, either, Wanda.”


“I don’t mean no disrespect, but the hell it don’t, Ms. Virginia.”


“No dear. I did what I had to do to survive and that’s it. And although some of you may try to hide it, every woman in this office, once she leaves, has something waiting for her outside of these office doors that may bring tears to her eyes. And every woman in this office should cry those tears, then stand up and face her pain. Regardless if that pain is work! Regardless if it’s family! Heartache! Or in my case, death. Amen?”


“Amen!” Tina said, clapping her hands.


“Dammit, Ms. Virginia! I swear you gon’ make me cry up in here! You a strong-ass black woman!”


“Thank you, but once again, it’s not a matter of strength, Wanda, it’s a matter of survival. And I have managed to survive.”
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Over the next couple of months Tina and I became very close friends. We laughed and joked every day. I started to spend more time with her, than Cynthia, at work. No matter what she was going through at home, she always made my day happier. I had also become closer to the other women in the office, but Cynthia and Tina were my closest friends.


“Today is my birthday, Mike,” Tina said. “Me and the girls from the office are going out tonight. You comin’?”


“To a club? Uh, no, I don’t think so.”


“Why not?”


“It’s going to be all of you women, right?”


“Yeah. And?”


“And some of the women here may not want me to go.”


“Hold on, let me find out.” Tina yelled across the office, “Do y’all mind if Mikey here goes out with us tonight?”


Everyone responded with approval.


“See, Mike, the girls don’t mind.”


“I don’t know. Where is this place?” I asked.


“Downtown,” Tina said.


“I don’t know anything about downtown.”


“You need to get yo’ ass out of Gwinnett County sometime, niggah,” Wanda said.


“I go to Hairston’s sometime.”


“Hairston’s is an old folks’ club!” Darsha shouted.


“Maybe I’m old then. I don’t think I’ll be able to make it.”


Alicia looked over her desk and said, “That’s too bad, I thought I was going to get a dance, Michael.”


I quickly turned to Tina and said, “Okay, I’m there.”


While we were talking, Tazzy, Susan and Jaline, walked up to our desks. They were coming to check on my progress. Tazzy pretty much kept to herself unless there was an issue with something or somebody. So long as you were doing your job, she wouldn’t bother you at all. Susan, the assistant supervisor, usually handed out memos and had much more contact with the girls on the floor. Jaline, my nemesis, was hardly in the office. She traveled most of the time and I had only seen her in passing my first couple of months on the job.


“How’s our new employee?” Jaline asked, as they stopped at my desk. “Are the ladies treating you nicely, Michael?”


“Yes, I’ve been treated very well.”


“I’ll be here all next week, so let me know if you’re having trouble with anything.”


“Thanks, Jaline.”


“No problem, Michael.”


Tazzy and Susan waved good-bye as they followed Jaline back to her office.


“I don’t remember none of us gettin’ no attention like that when we started working here,” Wanda said. “It’s some damn jungle fever goin’ on up in here!”


“On the real, I ain’t get no welcome like that, neither.” Darsha laughed along with Wanda.


“That’s because y’all are not a black stallion!” Tina joked.


As dark as I am, I was obviously blushing over the attention I was getting.


“Hey, Mike, you need to give us a strip show tonight at the club,” Valerie shouted over to me.


“Yeah, baby! Shake it like a salt shaker!” Wanda screamed.


“Y’all leave my buddy alone!” Cynthia said, as she stood at my desk. “You coming tonight or what? I know this is not the weekend you have your girls. So you might as well come hang out. If I have to go, everybody’s going!”


“Oh, he’s coming, Cynt. Now that Ms. Alicia is coming,” Tina said. “What kind of car you got, Mike?”


“A Navigator, why?”


“Do you drink?”


“Uh, no I don’t.”


“Hey, y’all, Mike just volunteered to pick some of us up in his Navigator,” Tina yelled.


“Tina! Tina, wait a minute,” I said urgently.


“Thanks for picking us up Mike, I’m looking forward to seeing you out of your office clothes,” Alicia said.


“No problem,” I said.
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It was planned for me to pick up Alicia, Cynthia, Tina, and Pam. Wanda would pick up Lisa, Valerie, and Darsha.


But before I would pick up anyone I had to wash my truck and go through a closet of out-of-style clothes that I had not worn in two years. I somehow managed to accomplish all of my tasks on time, and I was on my way. Ironically, the person closest to me was Alicia, so I would get some alone time with her before the rest of the crew joined us.


I picked up Alicia first as scheduled, but the conversation was all small talk. Next were Cynthia, Pam, and Tina in that order. When I pulled up to Tina’s house she was standing outside on the curb. She gestured for me to pull down the street before she climbed in. I didn’t ask any questions and neither did anyone else. I assumed this was normal behavior.


On our way to the nightclub, we talked to Wanda’s group on our cell phones the entire way. They arrived before we did and waited for us at the door. Once we were in, all hell broke loose. They started dancing with themselves and shouting as if Abraham Lincoln had just set them free.


“Man, I ain’t been out in so long, I don’t know what to do!” Tina shouted.


“Let’s go dance, girl,” Valerie shouted back.


They headed for the dance floor with Darsha, Lisa, and Alicia right behind them. They huddled in a group and the party was on.


“Oh my God!” I said out loud.


“What’s wrong, man?” Wanda laughed. “This is how the girls from the office get down when we together. We have fun! We don’t give a damn who around, or what they think!”
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