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   FOR MICHAELA

  





  

   

    INTRODUCTION

   

  


  

   

    W

    HEN I TOLD A FRIEND

    I was writing a book about romance where it concerns me, he replied with an undertone of sarcasm, “Oh, I see—it’s going to be a book of short stories.” Another friend coyly remarked that, from any other writer, such a book would qualify as “a labor of love, but …” Her voice trailed off as she contemplated whether coming from me this book would actually have anything to do with love.


  These heartwarming exhibitions of faith emanate from friends. When I said there would be thirty-three essays, people got wide-eyed and took a step back, as if they might catch something from a man who has bedded thirty-three women.


  Actually, this is not a collection of stories about all the relationships I’ve ever had in my life. In fact, most of these stories are not about romantic relationships at all, but stories about the Search. The stories are based on actual experiences, but I have changed names and other characteristics.


  Everyone writes about love, but the Search gets no love. Yet it’s the quest for love that will make a man do strange things. Make him go out in public in way too tight pants. The Search will make him lie like a rug. Cause him to spend his rent money to impress a woman. Infinitely worse, it will make him do things that other men insist will work in his Search. There is nothing more pathetic than a man who seeks another man’s advice on how to be an individual.


  You can learn much about love simply by trying to attain it, and ultimately, you discover crucial things about yourself. You could find out that you love being in love. Or you might find what you were searching for and realize you enjoy the chase more than the capture.


  During my own Search for true love, I’ll be doggone if I didn’t discover that many of the partners I’ve taken have been somehow connected to places, experiences and people of my past, not the least of whom were my parents, especially my mother. Freud may have made the connection ages ago, but the sheer notion still blows my mind. And that is why there are also stories here about my mother. As I see it, this book would not be complete without my taking an honest and affectionate look at the woman who in so many ways set a subliminal standard for what I seek in a mate.


  As decidedly whimsical as some of these stories are, reconstructing them was not always a joyful process. Think of old hurt long and hard enough and the pain becomes fresh. Other times, I wished I could go back and relive it just as I did it the first time. Telling the tale called for an honesty that I found necessary only after I attempted to lie. But the only way for us to conquer our fears is to face them, and one of mine has long been the fear of having my feelings exposed—or worse, of having them open to judgment and ridicule. Lest you assume I say this much in the way a big star whines about the burden of fame yet goes to great lengths to ensure his celebrity, I should say this book was not my idea, but the concept of Simon & Schuster Senior Editor Cherise Grant. She read my weekly nonfiction column at the Electronic Urban Report (EUR) website (www.eurweb.com) and proposed a collection of my (mis)adventures in searching for a relationship.


  I’ve never done anything to this woman. Didn’t know her before this project. Indeed, as of this writing, I could not tell you what she looks like if my life depended on it. Yet, she has seen to it that by commissioning such a book, I am virtually guaranteed never to have another date in my life. To her credit, at the outset of our talks, she did mention being called shrewd. She never copped to evil. Fool in Love. That title was her idea as well. Along with everything else, I guess now I’m a fool, too.


  In all seriousness, I am forever indebted to Ms. Grant and not simply because she chose to publish my work. I am appreciative because she persuaded me to do this work. There are stories here I’ve wanted to forget—which is precisely my reason for telling them.


  By the way, the Search (and the saga) continues.


  —Steven Ivory, April 2003
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   THE LAWS OF LOVE

  
  





   

    

    

   




  

   IT ALL BEGINS
WITH A …

  


  

   

    S

    HE WAS A

    good-looking woman. At thirty, she had her stuff together: She had a good job at Hughes Aircraft and a new Volkswagen Rabbit. She was buying the Ladera Heights town house she lived in. She could have taught a naive kid like me, all of twenty-four at the time, a thing or two about life. And she could cook.


  But as I left her place late that night for the second time in a week, clothes rumpled and passions unrequited, there was something in an otherwise beautiful picture that I simply could not ignore: The girl could not kiss.


  The two of us wrestled amorously on her couch for the better part of the evening, and no matter how I approached it, the result was always the same—the instant my lips reached hers, she’d open her mouth so wide that she could have easily administered mouth-to-mouth. I tried sneaking up on her lips, to no avail; whenever hers detected mine in the vicinity, they’d again open up—as if to swallow the bottom half of my face. In the end, both literally and figuratively, I simply could not get past the woman’s mouth.


  There are certainly bigger disappointments in life than finding someone decent, witty and earnest, who smells good and doesn’t embarrass you with the way she dresses, and then discovering she doesn’t know how to kiss, but there are hardly more frustrating revelations.


  If you are a thinking adult over twenty-five who leads a fairly healthy social life and you don’t know how to kiss, then one of three things happened: (1) A true freak of nature, you never in your life dated one single person who could kiss; (2) you simply refused to pay attention; or (3) you’re a Resister, one whose mouth defiantly refuses to yield to experience and authority. Either way is a sad situation.


  Especially when you consider what this deprived breed has gone proudly through life passing off as a kiss: dramatic, oral assaults of slobbering and slurping, probing, omnipresent tongues and clumsy teeth on the offense. Or indifferent, feeble, obligatory attempts at affection delivered with the romantic verve of a mannequin. There are those who view kissing as something only to be associated with impending sex. Indeed, there are others who don’t like to kiss at all and will tell you as much. Get as far away from these people as possible.


  For the faltering marriage there is counseling. For sexoholics there is therapy. Every other relationship-associated dysfunction has some type of aid. There should, therefore, be a school for kissing. Because without the kiss, you’ve got nothing. I know who would be the perfect teacher for such an educational institution: Shirley Brown. When I was sixteen, Shirley lived five doors down from our house. She was just a year older than I was, but seemed a world wiser. For some reason, most of the girls at school despised her.


  Shirley’s resounding, innate sexuality—her womanly curves, her insistence—scared the hell out of me. But apparently not enough to deter me from taking a nighttime stroll with her to the nearby State Capitol Historical Building, where, while sitting on the steps under a sexy, starry sky, Shirley gave me my very first kiss. She began by administering calming, lingering pecks on my lips before finally parting them with her wet, warm tongue and deep kissing me into a dizzying, euphoric vortex of passion.


  After that night, Shirley and I would talk on the phone, and she’d persuade me to walk down to her house on Saturday evenings and watch TV with her while the aunt who was raising her fixed people’s hair in the back of the house, giving us the opportunity to smooch. I’d find the nerve to work my hand up Shirley’s skirt, rubbing her thick, hairy, brown legs until I’d reach the top of her thigh, where she’d gently but firmly stop my hand. If she had offered “it” up, then what? As it was, she gave up something sexier and infinitely more valuable: Years before I’d lose my virginity, I’d learn from Shirley that kissing was not an appetizer, but the main course.


  Somebody once defined a kiss as something humans do when words are no longer sufficient. I have to agree. There are few things in the universe more powerful than a kiss. The moment you’ve experienced a great one, you won’t settle for anything less.


  Thank you, Shirley, wherever you are.


  And kisses don’t lie. Well, sometimes they do. But what a lie. A lie that no one would blame anyone for ignoring, for just a little while.
  





   

    

    

   




  

   EAU DE FEET
(AND EVERYTHING
ELSE)!

  


  

   

    IN 1987, just before Ramon Hervey flew to New York to marry actress/singer Vanessa Williams, he invited me to a bachelor party pitched in his honor one evening at a friend’s house in Los Angeles.


  By the way, someone really should give this thing another title.


  “Bachelor party” sounds like a set of randy college kids toasting a guy’s final night as a single man one last time before he takes the hand of a girl named Becky. In fact, every bachelor party I’ve attended was simply a reason for grown men to behave like rambunctious, frisky teenagers. The attendees hope the guy finds happiness and all, but it’s really about the strippers, and the three females for hire at Hervey’s send-off were in the middle of a no-holds-barred performance when comedian/actor Franklin Ajaye spoke up.


  It wasn’t enough that these women, writhing through configurations only a gynecologist could respect, were already nearly as naked as the day they were born; Ajaye requested they lose the scuffed white pumps. “I wanna see some feet!” he and a couple other guys taunted playfully. I sat mute in silent hope.


  We humans are strange creatures, driven by various peculiarities that climb into our subconscious early in life and make themselves at home. Most people, whether or not they are conscious of this, have something that floats their boat.


  Myself, I’m a foot man.


  I’m not obsessive about it. Not interested in eating a meal off a woman’s feet or having her walk across my face. However, a pair of good-looking well-maintained feet, plain or sporting a deluxe pedicure, will always get my attention. It would be great if said feet were attached to a pleasant, emotionally adjusted, smart and witty woman, but truth be told, pretty feet would allow me to look past the apparent inadequacies of the Wicked Witch of the West. For a little while, anyway.


  To somebody into elbows or women who smoke cigarettes while eating Mexican food on Tuesdays, my thing sounds unusual. Alas, as Diana Ross moaned during “Love Hangover,” if there’s a cure for this, I don’t want it. Besides, I firmly believe that if we were all honest about our fixations—as long as they are pursued between consenting adults, no one is hurt and no property destroyed—the world would be a less stressful place.


  For many, the origin of a certain sensual craving is inexplicable, but I know distinctly when and where I developed mine. I was in kindergarten. My teacher, Miss Garner, my first teacher’s crush, had us unfold our mats on the floor for the after-lunch nap. I loved Miss Garner and stuck close to her when I could. I ended up camped near her desk. She sat in silence, reading The Daily Oklahoman and munching on cafeteria butter cookies, and had slipped out of her shoes to reveal her stocking feet.


  I was startled. At age four, I didn’t know teachers even had feet. But there Miss Garner’s were, little more than arm’s length away, motionless but for the occasional twitch of a toe.


  I lay entranced in covert observation, fascinated by the sight of a woman’s feet, confounded by my sudden light-headedness and the knot forming in the pit of my stomach. Then came the utterly strange sensation that I now know was the first erection that I can remember.


  On a certain day at a certain moment, an emotional/sexual sensation can be sparked by any number of experiences. Obviously, I’d seen women’s feet before in my young life, but my crush transformed an ordinary occurrence into a seminal moment of sexuality.


  During the humid summers of my adolescence, I discreetly paid special attention to barefoot neighborhood girls who went past our house to Butler’s Bar-B-Q or Washington Park, seeking relief for tender soles from the hot sidewalk in whatever cool, green grass lay along the route. I wouldn’t truly make a sexual connection to my curiosity about women’s feet until adulthood.


  I am hardly alone in my penchant. It’s just that leg, butt and breast aficionados have openly had their desires satiated, while the foot man has languished in the shadows. More respect has been given to men who are into high-heeled women. What deviant mind invites a woman to bed in shoes?


  Things have come around for the foot man, though. Television commercials that have absolutely nothing to do with feet will feature a woman showing hers off. Entertainers and models pose for magazine and CD covers with their feet strategically positioned to enhance the shot. Since these images seldom feature ugly feet, you have to believe all this is done consciously.


  Pedicures, once optional, became commonplace years ago; toe rings and anklets are familiar even among the most conservative dressers.


  But I am the last one to talk a woman out of the choices she makes in her personal notion of sexuality, especially when I consider the vast lists of utterly stupid things men do to impress women, and the years it took me to be honest about my own interests.


  Marvin Jenkins was the first guy I met who made no bones about his interest in women’s feet. Marvin fascinated and embarrassed me with frank, expert discussion about arches, shoes danglers, and his preference for thick ankles.


  One time he and several friends, myself included, engaged in a lively game of bid whist at the apartment he shared with his beautiful wife, Toni. The two had had words because Marvin decided to hang with us although he and Toni had committed to attending a birthday party.


  Toni opted to go alone, and when she finally emerged from their bedroom, a crony who knew Marvin’s preferences mumbled something about his actually letting his wife go out “dressed like that.” The uninitiated would find nothing provocative about a flowered Laura Ashley-type number that literally covered her from the neck to just above her ankles. Her footwear, however, was another story.


  Toni had slid her small, pedicured and painted feet, adorned with a silver anklet and toe ring, into a pair of wooden, flip-flop-styled Dr. Scholl’s sandals. As she smugly made her way across the room for the front door, every flap of that bleached Dr. Scholl’s wood against her soft, lotioned soles was like a slap upside Marvin’s head. After she left, Marvin was never quite the same. His mind was on his woman’s feet—feet that could attract some other guy with Marvin’s particular preoccupation.


  If Dana was aware I was interested in her feet, she never let on. Not that she would have asked, and not that I would have mentioned it. But she kept her feet covered for so long that I began to fear what I might find. My inexact science—she had little hands with a small fingernail bed—indicated she had pretty feet, but I couldn’t be sure.


  When she finally displayed them in open-toed Manolo Blahniks at Mirabelle’s during an after-work drink, my first thought was that it is a good thing wings are an angel’s primary mode of travel, for somewhere in heaven was one without feet.


  Her toenails were resplendent in pink polish and well proportioned to the rest of her feet, which exhibited a perfect, not too high arch and not too skinny ankles. I felt a rush. Damn you, Miss Garner.


  Dana noticed that I took more than a passing interest and met my generous compliment with a congenial but firm admonishment: She’d briefly dated a kooky guy who was obsessed with her feet to the point it made her uncomfortable. “I don’t want nobody messing with my feet,” she scoffed.


  I laughed and assured her that neither she nor her feet would have problems with me.


  And she didn’t. When, the following weekend, she kicked off her Donna Karan sandals on our blanket in a secluded area of Will Rogers Park, I was cool. When cuddling led to petting and kissing, the mere idea that I was in the company of a woman who performed Tom Jones’s “It’s Not Unusual” at karaoke with gleeful abandon was enough.


  But then Dana unbuttoned my shirt and with impassioned deliberation began a trail with her tongue over my right breast, giving brief attention to the nipple before making her way first up to my shoulder and then to my upper bicep. My intrigue degenerated into puzzlement, when Dana paused at my armpit the way a vampire, its mouth watering and fangs at the ready, hesitates for dramatic effect at the nape of its victim’s neck before digging in.


  The mild-mannered Dana, who had reprimanded me for even looking at her feet, was an armpit freak!


  With her hazel eyes rolled back in her head, Dana seemed to be in a trance as she fed deliriously on the pit of my arm like a greedy animal at a trough. She wrapped her legs around my right thigh and slowly writhed in hungry desperation.


  As I fought physical discomfort and the urge to snicker from being ticklish, I looked down past Dana’s gyrating, blue-jeaned buttocks, past her alternately curling and spreading toes, to see in the distance a park ranger working his index finger together in a tsk-tsk motion and silently mouthing to me, “No sex in the park”—to which I wanted to reply, “But we’re not having sex here,” a communiqué interrupted by Dana’s muffled but boisterous orgasm. Well, I guess one of us isn’t, anyway.


  Dana finally emerged from my right armpit, her face wearing a look of embarrassment and glazed with remnants of unscented Dry Idea. She chuckled sheepishly and said she didn’t know what came over her. I joked that she was what came over me. Still in a postorgasm haze, she didn’t get it.


  During the drive back to Los Angeles she admitted having a lifelong appetite for certain male armpits, sparked, she deduced, when she was a child and the handsome friend of her older brother put her in a headlock. She was lucky enough to live once with a mate who indulged her fetish, but after being ridiculed by a subsequent lover, she abandoned her interest. I’d not been in the presence of this Dana—tranquil, laid-back, emotionally forthcoming, equipped with a pair of gorgeous feet and, so it seemed, a yen for the sweaty pit of a man’s arm. This could work.


  I knew it wouldn’t, however, when I heard the tone of Dana’s voice on my machine the next morning and realized she was back to her meticulously uptight self. When I picked up, she apologized profusely for the “incident” in the park, adding that she was too busy with work to be involved in something full-time.


  I ribbed her that perhaps this was really about my brand of deodorant. Then I told her that I appreciated her being comfortable enough with me to let go and that it endeared her to me even more. Silence.


  She was going to lose me, she said, as she was driving into her company’s underground parking lot. She wrapped up our conversation the way she’d close a deal on a property, and then she was gone. We discussed it all again a day later, for naught. Getting exactly what you want usually relieves tension, but apparently, my armpits weren’t enough for Dana, whose reluctance to follow her deep desires left us both wanting more.
  





   

    

    

   




  

   HOW TO MAKE
LEMON PIE

  


  

   

    O

    H, LORD,” Stewart James sarcastically groaned one morning from the steps of Los Angeles City College’s radio broadcasting department. “Check out Royce.”


  That was his name, but we called him Styles in affectionate honor of his rather eccentric threads. From Charlotte, North Carolina, by way of Harlem, Styles had the hip-ology of Sammy Davis, Jr., the raucous wit and vaguely effeminate tendencies of Little Richard and, at thirty-something in 1973, perhaps fifteen years on his average classmate.


  I figured his seniority and a stint in the military to be the sources of the industrial-strength audacity that allowed a man to stroll in public alternately dressed as if he’d stepped off a Vegas stage or out of a blaxploitation flick. However, today’s fluorescent lime green bell-bottomed jumpsuit was too much even for Styles.


  Then again, this was the first man I’d ever seen in person—meaning not on TV or in a movie—wear an ascot. At junior college, no less.


  His fashion choices may have set some of our classmates off balance, but I dug Styles. Underneath the three-piece sharkskin suits and floor—length pleather coats lived a warm soul with a sharp tongue whose verve entranced me. “Forget lemonade—I’m making lemon meringue pie, baby!” was typical of Styles’s outlook on life.


  One day during lunch at the campus snack bar, Styles and I took the last chairs at an outdoor table occupied by two Casanovas desperately seeking to impress a twenty-something beauty in Afro puffs and, to my nervous delight, “Armenian Girl,” whom I didn’t know but had flirted with during the semester.


  Armenian Girl’s eyes smiled at me, while one guy went on about his car and daddy’s money. I was relieved that Styles remained uncharacteristically silent while tending to his egg salad sandwich. My relief was short-lived.


  “You like seafood?” he blurted to Miss Afro Puffs, bringing the table to a screeching halt. “ ’Cause I know a private place in Malibu that has great seafood. My man here and me goin’ tomorrow night. You ladies care to join us?”


  One of the playboys cut Styles a menacing glare, took notice of the cocked black “apple” cap and black-and-white polka-dot tie and issued a mocking snicker that said, “You gotta be kidding.”


  But sure enough, the following evening, Styles’s wine-colored Seville cruised up the Pacific Coast Highway deep into Malibu, a gray Volkswagen bug carrying my girl Adelina and her friend Vonetta faithfully trailing behind. I kept one eye in the side-view mirror, astonished and gleeful at my luck, until I realized that my weak wallet had been committed to a fancy seafood dinner.


  “I gotcha covered, baby,” Styles said calmly. “But your girl Armour Star was sittin’ there makin’ all kinda eyes at you and you were gonna let those bourgie cats take her. Whatever it is, you have to go for what you want in life, Ivory. Especially if it’s just sitting there.” Styles made sense. His shirt didn’t; not with that sweater. His words, however, rang true.


  Soon, Styles rolled down his window and motioned for our dates to make a U-turn onto the road’s shoulder, where the sun was setting on a desolate stretch of beach, no restaurant in sight.


  “What’s wrong?” I asked.


  “We here,” said Styles, opening his door.


  “Styles, man, don’t do this to me.” I felt like crying.


  “Listen, we got these chicks here now. So get on out.”


  The shy Adelina appeared bewildered, but Vonetta was unquestionably pissed—no motherfuckin’ restaurant?—until Styles opened his trunk to reveal a virtual feast of assorted goodies. There were torches, blankets, the requisite checkered tablecloth and, wading in a huge pot of water, four live lobsters awaiting their fate.
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