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Dear Reader:



Shattered Souls: how many of them do you know? In the majority of my books, I include backstory of the characters’ lives because I am a huge believer that what happens to us in our childhood is a direct indicator of how our lives will turn out. In this wonderful novel, Dywane D. Birch does a magnificent job of getting that point across.



Shattered Souls tells the story of four friends who are bonded by unconditional love and repressed childhood memories that creep back into their lives to haunt them, control them and, unfortunately, remind them of the hurt and pain they were forced to endure at the hands of people they trusted. It is a candid and flavorful novel that addresses the aftereffects of abuse, neglect and abandonment in a thought-provoking, page-turner that will not only make you laugh, cry and scream out loud but keep you hanging on for more.



I have been a huge fan of Dywane D. Birch since I first read the self-published version of this book years ago. In one of my acknowledgments I commented that publishers were crazy for not re-releasing it because it should have sold hundreds of thousands of copies by then. I am delighted to actually be the publisher given the opportunity to announce this prolific author to the world. Dywane was also a contributor to Breaking the Cycle, the 2006 NAACP Image Award Winner for Outstanding Fiction.



Thanks for your support of this novel and all the other Strebor titles.



Stay Blessed,

[image: ]Publisher

Strebor Books International

www.streborbooks.com







DEDICATION

In memory of all the children whose souls have been shattered by abuse, neglect and/or abandonment…And to the men and women who still carry the hurt and pain of their childhoods.
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BRITTON: LIFE





DAMN, LIFE IS GOOD. Here I am sitting out on my terrace in the nude, listening to a Tracy Chapman CD, drinking lemonade, and taking in the most mesmerizing view of sparkling turquoise water. Right at this moment, I feel blessed and I’m thankful. I give thanks for my life—I am debt-free, stress-free, and carefree. No one believed me when I said I was packing my bags and leaving the States. But I knew, from the first time I set foot on this island four years ago, that this would become my home. Was it a difficult choice to make? No doubt. But it was something I needed to do for me. See, I am a firm believer that no one else can live your life for you. And your life shouldn’t be consumed with trying to satisfy everyone else all the time. There comes a time when you have to make choices for yourself and live accordingly. And now that I’ve had time to reflect and to become more in tune with what my needs are, I have finally come to realize that there is a big difference between making a living and having a life. I got tired of just going through the motions. I got tired of living among the walking dead. And I was damn sure tired of putting other people’s needs before my own. I knew that if I didn’t make changes in my life, I would have fallen into a deep pit of depression. And I was afraid of being haunted by the “would’ve-could’ve-should’ve” syndrome. So, for once, I threw caution to the winds and said, “Fuck what others think or feel.” I worked three jobs to save enough money to live here comfortably. I paid off all my bills, sold my town house and car, rented out my condo, and placed all my valuables in storage. Then I made sure I had access to enough emergency cash just in case things got crazy, cut up all my credit cards except for my platinum American Express, and bought a first-class ticket to the Dominican Republic. So here I am, living on one of the most beautiful tropical islands in the world, with peace of mind.

Now, don’t get me wrong. I’m not saying life has always been kind to me, because it hasn’t. And it damn sure isn’t perfect. Trust me, I have survived my share of personal storms. Some with more wind and rain than others. But I’ve weathered them. From light drizzle to hurricanes, I’ve endured the beatings of cold droplets and heavy gales. I am convinced it was a higher power that gave me the mental and physical strength to pick myself up, brush myself off, and press on. Although the skies have cleared for now, I know lightning and thunder can still strike at any time. That’s why I try my best to take nothing for granted. At this point in my life, I am better prepared, with experience and well-taught lessons, to pay closer attention to life’s storm warnings. Basically, I’ve made a conscious choice to keep dead weight and negativity out of my life. For good!

I think the hardest part of packing up and moving was knowing I wouldn’t be able to spend much time with my friends and family. When I told my mother I was moving, I thought she’d flip, but she didn’t. She hugged me and said, “Good. Just make sure you have enough room for me because I’m going to need a place to stay when I come down for vacation.” Then she smiled and said, “I love you very much and I just want you to be happy, so if this move makes you happy then I’m happy. You deserve it.” My eyes were heavy, but I didn’t let any tears surface as we embraced. I knew then I’d miss her more than I’d thought. It seems like mothers always know the right things to say at the right time.

Now, my sister, on the other hand, felt it was her duty to let me know exactly what she felt about it: “The Dominican Republic? Isn’t that one of the poorest countries? Why in the world would you move there? Boy, every time I turn around, you’re running off somewhere. I don’t know why you gotta keep moving around. Don’t you know you can’t run away all your life? And what do you plan on doing down there?” My sister is four years older than me and can be overbearing and too opinionated. So, of course, when I told her I planned on doing nothing, I thought she was going to blow a gasket. “You mean to tell me, as hard as it is to find a good job, you are giving up a good-paying job to lay around on some beach?! Sometimes I just don’t understand you. You’re not going to be able to live off your savings forever.” I love this girl dearly, but I wish she’d try harder to just be my big sister instead of my mother.

Yes, I gave up my full-time job as a school psychologist, a job that I’d had to struggle to keep because of all the political crap that goes on within school districts. They had a problem with me not conforming to their rules and with being too vocal. I guess I was a bit too rebellious for them. Well, I had a bigger problem with them. Anytime I had a fifteen-or sixteen-year-old in front of me who read and wrote on a third-or fourth-grade level, I wanted to know what the hell was going on. How in the hell do you just pass a child from grade to grade without ensuring that kid has mastered every task on or above grade level? Each time I had a fifteen-year-old still in the eighth grade, I wanted to know what alternative support was being offered. And what would really set me off was the school’s audacity in allowing students to graduate without being properly armed educationally to survive in this world. Come on now, if children can’t read or write, then that means they can’t fill out an application. So how do you expect them to become self-sufficient? As far as I was concerned, someone in the school system failed those children and I wanted schools to be held accountable. I really couldn’t get with the concept of just throwing students out of school or classifying them “emotionally disturbed” just because they were disruptive. Yes, there are some youth who really do have significant emotional problems, but many disruptive behaviors in the classroom are due to teachers failing to properly educate and prepare our youth for the next grade level. It just seemed like no one was really interested in trying to understand that maybe some kids disrupt the class because it is the only way they know how to avoid being embarrassed by the limitations we have imposed on them.

So, when we fail our youth, what do we do? We expel them. Bottom line, it just seems much easier to throw these children out of school or classify them as requiring special education than to deal with the real cause of the problems. And because many parents don’t know that legally, most schools can’t just drop students from their rolls—they can’t suspend or expel them without providing an alternative learning environment—I would inform parents of this and challenge teachers and school officials on it, and remind them of their responsibility to properly educate our youth. So, in a nutshell, my presence in the school system wasn’t welcomed with open arms. But, hey, I never cared about being liked as long as I was respected. And respect is what I got, regardless.

I also gave up my cushy part-time job as an adjunct professor teaching psychology. But that still doesn’t explain why my sister should concern herself with my job security. After all, I do have marketable skills, and I’m confident that I’ll have no problem getting a job when I decide to move back.

Anyway, a part of me knew what she was really getting at. She thinks I moved because I was running away from commitment or another failed relationship. I’ll admit that when I was younger, I did use moving from place to place as an avoidance mechanism. It was my way of trying to control my feelings and ensuring I didn’t get hurt. But this was different. I moved as a means of letting go. True, I pulled out of a relationship. But I didn’t run off or move on because of it. I moved because I needed to be alone. I needed a sabbatical year, or two, to collect my thoughts without interruptions. I needed space to sort through my own emotional baggage, far away from family and friends. Okay, so maybe moving here was going to the extreme but sometimes I am an extremist. I’m either hot or cold. In or out. Sometimes downright impulsive. There is just no in-between with me.

To be honest with you, I could sing the blues all day and all night about some of my impulsive behaviors and failed relationships. But why bother? It’s not like I can change what’s already happened. As far as I’m concerned, the past is a chapter in my life I don’t wish to revisit. I am living for this second. Hoping to live for another minute. Another hour. Another day.

Nothing in life is guaranteed, so I am living for the moment. I’m just hopeful that I will continue to awake to another day, and I’m thankful when I do.

Whenever I call home to get the 411 on what’s happening in the States, I get hit with the 911. Someone has either been robbed, killed, raped, beaten, or all of the above. It’s really a damn shame. The U.S. is supposed to be one of the most advanced technological forces to be reckoned with, and it can’t even properly protect its citizens. Makes you wonder what the country’s priorities really are. Hell, that’s probably one of the reasons I never felt connected there. Never pledged allegiance to the flag. For what? I’ve always questioned the U.S.’s allegiance to its people’s struggles. I’m not necessarily referring to the individual struggles of being African American. Although that is a key issue. I’m talking about the struggles within our families. Within our communities. Within each race. Well, one thing’s for sure: As long as there is no justice, there will never be peace.

I will say this: Living here has definitely given me a whole new attitude about life and the things we take for granted. Like family and true friends. I think sometimes we get so caught up in the hustle and bustle of just trying to survive that we tend not to tell the ones who mean the most to us how important they really are to us. I know in the past I was guilty of that, on more than one occasion. Family for me consists of my mother, my sister, and my nieces. My extended family? Puhleeeeze. Let’s just say I don’t play ’em too close. I know I can’t control who I’m related to, but I can sure control how I relate to them. As far as friends go, and I mean real friends, I have only three—Damascus, Indy, and Chyna. That’s my clique for life.

Damascus, who goes by the name Tee, is the first and only male I can honestly say I’ve embraced as a soul brother. Even though we’ve had our disagreements and a couple of fistfights, we’ve still been able to keep it real with each other. I’ve admired his strength in being able to come out on top despite having no one positive in his life to guide him. On the surface, he comes across like a self-absorbed ruffian from the ’hood who’s only concerned with his own self-indulgences, but I know better. Hell, we were roommates for three years, and one thing’s for sure: You never really get to know a person until you live with him. So all that slick shit he talks…let’s just say I know what’s underneath the steel armor. Still, he is probably one of the most conceited and sex-crazed brothas I know. I’ve always believed his mother meant to name him Narcissus. I swear, he is stuck in that stage of development in which his body is the object of his own erotic interest. I’ve always teased him about falling in love with himself the first time he saw his reflection in the mirror. But I’ll give him his props; he is a smooth-looking brotha, and a lot of females are big on him. I’ve just always had a problem with the way he measures manhood.

Indy gets the award for having the most attitude and I love it. I like the fact that she calls it like she sees it, and she’s not afraid of challenges or taking risks. She doesn’t care what comes out of her mouth; if she feels it, she says it. She tells you from the gate what her expectations are, and if you can’t flow with it, then she just moves on without blinking an eye. I tell her that that’s not always a healthy way of handling things, but she says, “Boyfriend, please. It’s my way or the highway. Besides, how you gonna give me advice you don’t live by?” Anyway, aside from being angry with almost every man in the world, she is a very successful businesswoman who will not settle for anything less than the finer things in life. In layman’s terms, she’s materialistic as hell. But then again, people say that about me.

There’s a rawness about her that is exciting and provocative and men love it. There’s also this kinkiness about her that seems to drive men crazy, figuratively and literally. I’ve warned her to be careful because that could be dangerous. She has this remarkable way with words that just cracks me up. You have to hear some of the things that come out of her mouth to understand what I mean. Nevertheless, despite her sometimes sharp tongue, she is a very sweet person as long as you don’t cross her. If you take her kindness for a weakness or try to play her, watch out! And when she says she’s gonna do something, that’s what she means. Trust me, she’s a woman of her word.

Out of everyone, Indy is my road dog. Back in the eighties when we were away at college we used to travel back and forth, by car or plane, between Virginia and New York just to get our weekend workout in at The Paradise Garage, Nells, The Tunnel, you name it. Oh, and I can’t forget about Club Zanzibar out in Jersey. We used to tear those spots up. We’d carry our backpacks filled with bottled water, baby powder to make the floor slippery, and a facecloth and towel to wash and dry off the sweat. We’d change into our dancing gear, move toward whoever was generating the most energy, then find a nice corner to spin until daybreak. We took road trips to the Aggie-Fest in North Cacky-Lackey, the Freak-Nic in Atlanta, and the Greek Picnic in Philly (then on to the Belmar Beach in Jersey the next day). And no summer would be complete without the annual Labor Day weekend in Virginia Beach. That’s where we first met and clicked. The summer of 1983.

Now, Chyna is what many brothas would refer to as a “dime-piece.” She’s gorgeous. She’s flawless. She’s just one classy, sophisticated woman who carries herself like a lady at all times. I don’t think I can ever recall her cursing or saying anything negative about anyone. Imagine a young Lena Horne with green eyes and long, sandy brown hair that flows past her butt. She’s the only one of the three of us who’s married and she has four children—one daughter and three sons. Her husband, whom none of us can stand, is a successful businessman who has given her every material thing imaginable; yet there’s always been something missing. We—no, let me speak for myself—I don’t like him because I’ve always felt like he treats Chyna as if she were his trophy. If you met him you’d understand what I’m saying. Granted, he has a great physique, but that face…Aaaagh. Let’s just say he has the body of Hercules and the face of Magilla Gorilla. Outside of that, I just don’t feel he appreciates her the way she should be appreciated, nor has he encouraged her to do anything other than be dependent on him. So I consider her knocked up and locked up by a man who likes being in full control of her. But I do give her a lot of credit, and I’m proud of her. Even though she was a young teenage mother and wife, she still didn’t let that hinder her from completing her undergraduate studies and then going on to grad school to obtain two master’s degrees. It’s too bad she’s done nothing with them. She chose to be a full-time mother and wife instead, for which I commend her. Having a home filled with love is something she’s always wanted. Well, she has a gorgeous home in pristine suburbia; I just wonder how much love her husband has been able to fill it with.

The four of us are different yet so much alike. We come from different backgrounds, but our struggles…let’s just say we’ve been able to look to one another for support, encouragement, and understanding. That’s probably why our friendship has survived for fifteen years. Now, I’ll be the first to admit, Indy’s mouth has sometimes created tension among us, probably because she says what she feels. But she says what needs to be said out of concern—nothing more, nothing less. In any event, there’s mutual respect among us, and nothing any one of us says to the other would or could put a wedge between us. Hell, our friendship has been sealed with tears, laughter, and unconditional love. Besides, I know all their secrets.

I’m sure one of the reasons I love being in the Dominican Republic is because there is a sense of family and community. The community is your family. An outsider who has gained their confianza will be embraced as family. Believe me, it’s not something easily gained. Personally, I like the fact that trust is highly valued here. It’s too bad it’s not the same way back home. Maybe the world would be a better place to live if it was. There just seems to be a lot of phoniness at home. I have never been able to get with the superficial people and smiling faces who’ll stab you in the back with the same hand they extend to you. There’s always some type of hidden agenda. That’s cool, but I’m not the one. And I’m definitely not with all the negative energy they generate. I only wish we could embrace one another for who we are instead of for what we have. Perhaps a pot of peace and happiness would be found on the other side of that rainbow of madness we slide across.

Here, life is sweet and simple. There’s not that sense of urgency that you experience back home. Everyone is so laid-back and friendly. I have to admit, I’ve had to make some adjustments in my attitude and get used to not having many of the expensive luxuries I thought I could never live without like my 325i convertible, the fifty-two-inch-screen TV I hardly turned on, and the convenience of buses and subways. It really took me a while to get used to riding a moped to and fro. I haven’t got up the nerve to upgrade to a motorcycle yet. But I’d rather do that than ride in a passenger van that carries people and animals together. I tried that once and threw up from the thick July heat, the smell of sweaty bodies, and the odor of funky farm animals.

I also had to get used to the fact that here, friends and relationships are more important than work or being on time for appointments. Sometimes I laugh trying to imagine waltzing or whistling into work forty minutes late because I was talking to a friend. Ha. Not in Jersey. Friendships and family are definitely not priorities there. The one thing I still struggle with is the fact that privacy is unimportant here more so in the rural areas. Now, I don’t mind company from time to time, but this popping in and out is not my cup of tea. Here, doors are kept open and it is considered strange to close them and not accept visitors anytime, day or night. Whether invited or not, guests will be offered something to drink and asked to stay if mealtime is near. Hell, back home, if you came to my spot unannounced, I wouldn’t let you in. And if you continued banging on my door or ringing my doorbell, I might just throw a mixture of bleach and shit down on you. But I’m changing. Slowly.

Well, I don’t know about you, but I’m gonna finish listening to my Tracy Chapman CD, finish reading this book by Ernest Gaines, A Lesson Before Dying, then pack my luggage. In two days, I’m off on a seven-day Carnival cruise. Yes, this is truly the life. And I have to agree with Tracy Chapman: “Heaven’s here on earth.”



At 5:00 a.m. I was up pacing the oak wood floor in my bedroom. I couldn’t sleep. My mind raced with thoughts of the character in that book I read last night. The book was deep. I really hate it when a book can stir up feelings in me. I felt angry, sad, and happy all in one reading. I think what touched me the most was his diary to the teacher. I honestly had tears in my eyes and for a minute, I almost allowed them to flow. Almost. But I opted to run. I ran two miles in the sand along the water’s edge. The wet sand felt good under my feet, and when the cool water pulled back into the ocean, I could feel myself being gently pulled in too. I ran fast and hard against the ocean’s soft morning breeze. I needed to outrun my thoughts before they caught up with me before the tears I felt for the character in that book overwhelmed me. So I ran and ran and ran until it hurt. Until I could think of nothing else except getting home and back to bed.

Before I even got through the door, the phone rang, and I knew it could be only one of five people calling. But I guessed it was my sister because she’s the only one who calls me all hours of the day and night. She seems to think that because I don’t have to get up to go to work every morning there are no time restrictions on when she should call.

“Good morning, snookems,” I said while glancing over at the round wood clock hanging over the door. Six-thirty a.m. This better be good.

“Hey, Brit,” she said in a sullen tone. “You’re up awful early. What are you doing?”

“I was just sitting here waiting for you to call,” I said sarcastically. “What’s wrong?”

“It’s Daddy. And before you go off, just listen to me, okay?”

I asked her to hold on, lit two sandalwood incense sticks, pulled off my wet clothes, sat on a wooden barstool, then took two deep breaths and picked up the phone. “I’m listening.”

“Daddy’s real sick and he really wants to see you. He knows you won’t call him or accept any calls from him, but he wants to talk to you.”

“About what? I have nothing to talk about and I’m not interested in seeing him.”

“My God, Brit,” she said with annoyance. “Can’t you just let go of whatever it is that’s been eating away at you? Our father is dying, and the least you can do is give him a chance. I don’t know what you think he’s done to you or hasn’t done for you, but he’s tried to be there for you. You’ve always pushed him away.”

“Look, we’ve gone over this a thousand times already. I don’t have any ill feelings toward him. I just have no use for him. I let go a long time ago. Now, I’m sorry to hear about his health but I can’t feel something I—”

“No one is asking you to feel anything,” she snapped. “All I’m asking is that you, for once, stop being so damn selfish. Just go see him or at least call him. Please. He’s our father and he needs you. You owe him a chance.”

He needs me? Ha! That’s a laugh. What the fuck was he doing when I needed him? She acts like I should embrace him with open arms because he’s on his deathbed. That’s not my problem.

“I don’t owe him shit! You know what? I’m really not feeling this right now. So let’s either change the subject or hang up. Better yet, if you feel the need to mention him to me every time you call here, then I’d rather you not call me at all. I’m glad you have a relationship with him. I respect that. So why can’t you try to respect the fact that I don’t want one with him? Never have, never will.”

She sucked her teeth, then took a deep breath. “Brit, you’ve never tried. He’s your father. Just give him a chance before it’s too late. Can you at least do that? Brit, don’t you understand life can’t always be about you? People make mistakes, and just because they don’t measure up to how you think they should be or should’ve been doesn’t mean they can’t change. You need to get off your high horse and stop being so stubborn. You act like you’re so damn perfect.”

I let silence fall between us for what seemed like minutes before I went off on her. She was really trying to get on my last nerve. It’s a good thing I don’t smoke ’cause I would have killed for a pack of Newports right about then. I knew what I needed: air. This wench was suffocating me with this shit. I walked over to the patio, pulled open the double oakwood doors, and leaned against the frame.

The reddish-orange sun had finally risen to its spot in the sky. The blue Atlantic Ocean rolled calmly up against the white sand. I could see a young couple holding hands while they walked along the beach. She stole a kiss, then ran off with him chasing behind her. Although they couldn’t see me, I could see smiles on their faces. It was picture-perfect.

“Perfect! Amira, get over yourself. There’s nothing perfect about me, and I don’t come off like I think there is. So what the hell are you talking about? You call here like you know what’s best for me. I’m thirty-five fucking years old and I don’t need you telling me what to do. I live by my own rules, and rule number one is: I will do what the fuck I want. Rule number two: Don’t call my fucking house telling me what I need to do. I love you very much but you have plucked my last fucking nerve.”

Click. She hung up on me. She calls me, works my nerves, then hangs up on me. I really didn’t mean to snap on her but I asked her to drop it. But no. She just wanted to keep flapping her jaws. I’ll call her later to apologize, maybe. She acts like I’m supposed to fulfill his last wish or something. Why should I? He didn’t fulfill mine. So what if he didn’t know what my wishes were? He should have asked. And so what if I pushed him away? I was only a child, and he should have been there for me, regardless. No parent should let a child dictate to them how they should react or respond to their children. Parents have a responsibility to love and protect their children as best they can. His best was not even trying. So, as far as I’m concerned, he gave up on me. He failed me as a father and I won’t forgive him for that.

After I took a twenty-minute shower, I ate a fruit salad, put on my Oleta Adams CD, opened the glass balcony door, then lay across my unmade full-size bed. I drifted off to Oleta singing “Get Here.” When the phone rang, I jumped. I glared over at the clock on my dresser. I had slept for four hours. I contemplated whether or not I should answer it, then picked up on the eleventh ring. “Hello.”

“Okay, you dirty-birdy. Are you ready for round two?” It was my sister. “I don’t appreciate how you went off on me this morning. But I’m ready for your ass now,” she said, ready to attack. “I’ve had my coffee and a good fuck; now it’s on, boy.” Her voice was stern. I burst out laughing as I imagined her standing with her hand on her hip and her finger in my face looking and smelling real raunchy after “a good fuck.”

“What the fuck is so funny? Don’t make me have to fly down there and curse your ass out then fly back home.”

I sat up on the edge of the bed and stared out the window. “Oh, girl. Kiss my behind. I’m sorry for screaming on you. But sometimes you don’t know when to just drop shit. If I go see that man, let me do it on my terms. If I don’t, then it’s on me. Let me be the one to live with whatever decision I make. Please just respect that.”

“Brit, my childhood was affected by him as well. But that was years ago. He’s tried over and over to make up for his mistakes. No one is asking you to have a relationship with him. Just listen to what he has to say. That’s all. Please think about it, okay?”

Again, I became silent. I walked out onto the balcony, leaned against the railing, then closed my eyes real tight. When I opened them, I spotted a man and a little boy building a sandcastle on the beach. The man hugged the little boy, then kissed him on his forehead. I answered, “I’ll think about it.”

“Promise?”

I sighed heavily. “Yes, Amira, I promise.”

“Good. Now, guess what?” she asked, then answered before I could guess. “I’m pregnant.”

Pregnant? Her house is already overpopulated, and she’s excited about bringing in another mouth to feed. “Damn, girl. Seems like every other year you’re spitting another baby out that cooch.” I laughed. “Don’t you think eight crumb snatchers are enough?”

“Nope. I already told Wil we are going to keep trying until I have a boy. But he says he’s gonna have a vasectomy.”

“Well, good for him. That’s probably the smartest thing he’s said. For his sake, I hope it is a boy,” I said, sounding sympathetic. “Maybe he just doesn’t have any extra Y chromosomes to pump out.”

“Well, I’m not consenting to no damn vasectomy, so he better start drinking a whole lotta protein shakes.”

I shook my head. That poor man. I don’t know how in the world he puts up with her. All she does is sit at home and have babies while he works two jobs just to make ends meet. She loves to argue, but he lets her fuss, which she hates because homegirl likes to rumble. He never raises his voice or his hands to her. But when he puts his foot down, she changes from a lioness to a kitten. Yep, she really lucked out when she married him. I don’t think anyone expected them to stay together this long. She was a feisty city girl and he was a laid-back country boy who was ten years older than her. Twenty years later, they’re still going strong. I don’t care how many hours of the day he works; he always has time for his girls, including my sister. And on his days off, he watches the youngest girls so my sister can have some free time for herself. My nieces are lucky to have a father like him.

“So, Brit, when you gonna settle down and have some kids? Your nieces would love to have some little cousins, and I’d like a few nieces and nephews of my own to spoil rotten.”

I snapped out of my daze, then walked back into my bedroom and stood in front of the floor-length mirror. I ran my fingers through my thick braids.

“Excuse me? Girl, you musta lost your mind. Never. I am never having kids, and I’m as settled as I’m gonna be. I’ll leave the baby-making for you and Wil.”

I’ve already been there, done that, and I don’t want to go there again. Yes, I was married. A long time ago. My family thought I had gone mad. Of course, my sister had the most to say. “Boy, you’re too damn young…. You should get to know her better before you run off getting married…. What in the world is your rush?” Telling them my intended bride was four months pregnant nearly shifted the earth’s axis. “Pregnant?” My sister’s eyes almost popped out of their sockets. “How in the world are you gonna support a baby and stay in school? I know you don’t think you’re gonna drop out. …It’s probably not even yours…. Girls will try to trap a man in a minute, especially if they think he’s a good catch…. And you’re fine as hell, got good hair, and she sees success written all over you.” I was flattered by my sister’s concern, but my mind was made up.

I was barely nineteen, a sophomore at Howard University, and still living off my father’s child support. So what? I was in love and there was nothing anyone could say or do to change my mind. My mother just shook her head and said, “This is not the kind of life I wanted for you. But it’s your life, so you’re gonna do what you want. I just wish you’d wait until after the baby’s born.” I could hear the disappointment in her voice as she tried to sort through my earlier rambling about how I didn’t want my baby born without being married. I saw the hurt in her eyes, but like she said, it was my life.

Celeste was three years older than me, a junior studying English and communications, and already had a five-year-old daughter, whom her parents were raising. Apparently, she had peeped me way before I even knew she existed. We were in a few writing classes and electives together, but I didn’t notice her much because I was too busy setting my sights on another Howard cutie. Sad to say, I was a sucker for a gorgeous girl with pretty hair, and H.U. was notorious for having some of the finest women on any campus. Celeste was definitely one of them. She was walnut brown, with wavy brown hair that she wore in an asymmetrical bob. She had beautiful brown eyes and the body of a young Tina Turner. She was the sophisticated, prissy type, the type I always fell for. You know, the type who always has her head in the air. It’s sometimes hard to tell if it’s out of conceit or just confidence, but for her, it was definitely both. Her makeup was always done to perfection, her hair and nails were always on point, and she always rocked a designer pocketbook and wore expensive shoes. A sista pumping a nice handbag and rocking a sweet pair of matching pumps always got bonus points with me. However, I didn’t particularly care for her at first glance because she had a snottiness about her that I couldn’t digest. She came off like her shit didn’t stink, and if it did, nobody would care because it was all about her. I guess she had reason to think that way since a lot of brothas sweated her and gassed her head up to no end. Besides, the snobs were usually the ones who liked to get their freak on the most. But I wasn’t one for sweating no one’s child, no matter how fine she was.

Anyway, to get to the point, I let Celeste talk me into going back to her place after a Kappa Alpha Psi formal. As soon as we stepped into her sparsely furnished studio apartment, she seduced me. Well, actually, I’m not sure if she seduced me or if I just gave myself to her. We both were feeling no pain from the countless shots of Hennessy we took to the head. From that night on, it was nonstop sex. At her place, my place, in the backseat of my bronze Eldorado, in the dark at Rock Creek Park. Anytime, anyplace…we sexed it out.

So there I was, many orgasms later, standing at the altar in a beige double-breasted suit, nervously waiting to take a girl I’d known less than a year as my bride. Any uncertainties I’d had faded with the sound of the organ playing “Here Comes the Bride” as I watched the mother of my child wobble down the aisle, eight months’ pregnant, with the twinkle of stars in her eyes and the most illuminating glow I’d ever seen. I was determined to love her “till death do us part.” We said our I do’s and pledged our love in the presence of a few friends and family at a small chapel in Maryland. The first and only thing my sister said to her was, “If you try to dog my brother out, I’m gonna whup your ass.” My mother embraced her halfheartedly but was able to say an almost sincere “Welcome to the family.” That’s when it hit me: I am nineteen, married, and about to become a father. What the hell am I doing?

Life was full of twists. Everything was happening so fast. Before I could really think it through, it was too late. The damage was already done, and the honeymoon was over as quickly as the flip of a light switch. Reality set in. I had to juggle going to school fulltime, working fulltime, being a husband fulltime, and mentally preparing myself to become a dad fulltime, something I wasn’t prepared to be. Not at nineteen. But I was in love.

Then, during the still of the night, I was awakened by loud screams coming from the bathroom. “Pleeeeeeeease God, stop these pains!” It was two-thirty a.m. I leaped out of our full-size bed to find my wife huddled in a corner between the tub and the sink with her arms folded around her swollen belly. She was sobbing and rocking, rocking and sobbing. My heart jumped in my throat; beads of sweat lined my forehead, then slid down the bridge of my nose and down the sides of my face. The seven minutes it took for the ambulance to respond to my 911 call seemed like an eternity. We were having a baby.



After fifteen hours of labor, I could see the crown of my baby’s head. It was then that I felt the most wonderful feeling I ever dreamed possible. A life I helped create was about to emerge into the world. I silently prayed to God to give me the strength to be a good father. The doctor coached Celeste on when to push. First came the head. The doctor gently held it. Then came the shoulders. “It’s a boy!” the doctor announced a few moments later as he placed his hands under my baby’s head and back, then slowly pulled the rest of his body out. Our eyes lit up with joy when we saw our beautiful baby. I kissed Celeste, then smiled. I felt this rush of energy go through my body as I repeated, “It’s a boy! It’s a boy!”

But our baby wasn’t breathing. There were codes sounding and doctors yelling, “Stat,” and nurses scurrying around and Celeste screaming, “What’s wrong with my baby? Don’t let anything happen to my baby.” And then there was me. Standing there in a fog. Seeing everything but hearing nothing. People’s lips were moving, but I couldn’t make out their words. The only thing I heard was, “I’m sorry, Mr. Landers, there was nothing we could do.” I had gone from elation to devastation in a matter of seconds. My son was stillborn.

“You still think about your son, huh?” Amira paused, then sighed. “He woulda been almost sixteen.”

“Yep,” I said solemnly. “Sometimes I wonder what he’d be like if he were alive. I wonder what type of father I would have been.” I paused, trying to keep from choking up. “I don’t want to go through that kind of experience again. Never. You know, Amira, I never told you this, but the whole time Celeste was pregnant, I asked God to please let me have a pretty baby with good hair. I just took for granted he would be born alive and healthy. I’ve felt so guilty.”

There was a moment of silence between us. “You would have been a great daddy. It’s not your fault. Everything happens for a reason. That doesn’t mean it’ll happen again. I love you,” she said, then kissed me through the phone.

I did the same. “I love you too, sis. Thanks.”

“For what?”

“For always being in my corner. I really do miss you.”

“Hey, that’s what big sisters are for. I miss you too. Well, I gotta go. Don’t be such a stranger. Keep your promise and give Mom a call before she starts bugging. Your nieces say hello.”

“Give ’em all big hugs for me and tell my brother-in-law I said he’s in my prayers. I’ll keep my promise.”

We hung up. My smile was replaced with a frown as I slowly walked back out to the balcony. It’s moments like this when I wish I were back home. I could really indulge my addiction right about now. I guess being here has forced me to stay strong and not fall prey to my weakness.

Yes, I’m an addict who’s been in recovery for almost three years. Moving here has helped my treatment. Lord knows I’d be hell on wheels right now if there were a Bloomingdale’s or Saks. Hell, I’d even settle for a Macy’s. That’s right, I am a shop-a-holic. Oh, don’t tell me…you thought I was a drug addict, huh? No. Not the kid. I think anyone who falls prey to drugs is extremely weak. I’ve seen too many people waste away from drugs. In fact, drugs are what destroyed my marriage.

A few months after we buried our son, I was offered a job as a bill collector for a small finance company in Norfolk. We both agreed a change of scenery would do us good. So we moved, transferred to Norfolk State for the fall semester and hoped for the best. Well, not only did the scenery change, so did Celeste. She started hanging out late, sometimes not coming home for two or three days. Stopped going to school. Stopped taking care of her self. Stopped caring. For one year after our son’s death, I chased behind her from crack house to crack house trying to keep her off that shit. I know she was hurting. I was hurting too. But I couldn’t keep coming home to shit missing out of the house or having money stolen out of my wallet while I was asleep. It’s not like I didn’t see the signs. When I found the small bag of baking soda in her pocketbook, she told me, “I use that to brush my teeth.” Well, I guess she used the tablespoon with the burnt bottom as her toothbrush. When I found razors with white residue on them, a mirror with powdered residue on it, a bottle of cigarette ashes, cigarette lighters and makeshift pipes that had aluminum foil with tiny pinholes wrapped around them, I had to face the fact that I was sleeping with a basehead.

By the time I finally realized I couldn’t keep trying to save someone who didn’t want to be saved, I was already on academic probation and had been fired from my job. It became clear to me that she loved the streets and the drugs more than she loved me—or herself. And I damn sure knew it was time to bounce when I found out she was out tricking for product. I loved her. Seeing what she had become was just too much for me. I watched one of the finest girls on Howard’s campus become one of the living dead. I thought I could love her enough for the both of us. Boy, was I wrong. I found out the hard way. But when you’re in love, you see only what you want to see.

Since that time, my anthem has been that song “It Takes a Fool to Learn that Love Don’t Love Nobody,” which is why all of my relationships have been tenuous. I’ll have a fling here and a fling there but nothing more than that. My heart has been under new management with a sign that reads Love Don’t Live Here Anymore. Period.

Between my sister and that book, I don’t know which to blame for my sullen mood. I’m so glad my cruise is tomorrow. Seven days of rest and relaxation is just what I need. I’m not gonna stress myself. Tonight, I’m gonna light every candle—I have about fifty—in this joint, listen to Curtis Mayfield’s New World Order, and just chill. I’m not letting nothing or no one disrupt my groove.
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INDERA: MACK DIVA





I HATE MEN. Well, not all men. And maybe hate is too extreme a word. But I definitely dislike them. Okay, okay…I dislike some men. And I know all men aren’t bad. But the ones who are—I can’t stand. As far as I’m concerned, they are here on earth strictly to get on a woman’s last nerve. Men are usually the cause of most women turning into cold, nasty b’s. And at the core of every woman’s scorn usually lies a man.

I definitely hate—excuse me, dislike—the world for its double-standard attitude. Please tell me why it is that when a man sleeps around with as many women as he wants, he’s a playa, the mack. It’s cool because it’s a dick thing, right? But when a woman does it, she’s a low-down, trifling, dirty, stank ho. A trick, right? Well, let me break it down to ya: I don’t care what you call me. I am none of the above and I gets mine. Hello. I don’t playa hate. I regulate and congratulate. In a phrase, I’m doin’ me. So, for all you men out there who wanna lie and mistreat women and for all you men who wanna cheat on your women, do your thang. If you wanna kick it with me, it’s fine by me. Just know, it ain’t gonna be no free ride. If you wanna play, you gotta pay. Make no mistake.

Sorry, ladies. Yes, I’m sayin’ I’ll sleep with your man. Nothin’ personal, but any man who is willing to cheat on you is no damn good, and there must be a price to pay for betraying your trust and destroying your home. Wait a minute. Don’t cut your eyes at me like I’m the cause of your home being wrecked. I’m a man-checker, not a home-wrecker. Don’t get it twisted. As far as I’m concerned, a real man won’t act on, or even entertain, the idea to cheat on you because he’s committed to you and to his convictions to love you and only you. Real men don’t run out on their families to be with another woman because their family is their priority. Real men stand their ground in the presence of temptation because they are emotionally, physically, mentally, and spiritually focused. So, if you’re lucky enough to have a real man, then I guess you have nothing to worry about, now do you?

Oh, I’m sorry. Here I am dishing you my business and—hold up. Am I sensing attitude from some of you? Don’t go there, okay? I am not interested in your man. I don’t even go after men. They press me, okay? If I know a man is involved, I pays him nooch, but if he insists on cheesin’ in my grill, then I’m gonna drain his ass. Simple as that.

Wait another minute. Did I just hear someone call me out my name? Oh, but I’m sure you’re thinking it. Well, let me tell you like this: Before you start passing judgment on me, I suggest you take a look in the mirror. Because some of you have no room to try to come for me, okay? You know who you are—the ones who will throw up their legs in a victory V for free, then get left with nothin’ but a swollen, stretched-out crotch and a stepped-on heart. Why? Because you confuse sex with love, and you think that if a man sleeps with you, he loves you. Honey, please. He is using you. And what about those of you who look for love in all the wrong places and faces because you’d rather have a piece of a man than no man at all. Why? Because you’re afraid to be without a man. A man makes you feel like a whole, complete woman. Get over yourself. Oh, and what about those of you who are so desperate to have a man that you’re willing to do anything to keep him. You’ll move him in, you’ll feed him, clothe him, put money in his pocket, let him lie around the house all day and ride around in your car all night while you work like a dog tryin’ to support his ass. You’ll accept his abusive behavior and his cheating ways because you don’t think you deserve better. You think over time you can change him. Girlfriend, please. A man won’t change unless he wants to change.

And let us not talk about those of you who will ride up and down on trains and buses to visit a man in prison. You’ll stampede in the visiting halls like cattle to get to the nearest corner to hike up your skirt, to slob down his knob, or to pull drugs out your ass…all in the name of love, right? Then, on your way out, you got the nerve to try to be ghetto-fabulous smelling like a wet skunk with greasy lips. And then there are those of you who will spend your whole welfare check lacin’ your man in the latest Timbs and Air Max flavas while you parade around in your Lerner and Dots fashions looking like a circus clown. And while he’s stylin’ and profilin’, it’s usually with another woman. Must I go on? Yes, yes, yes. I don’t want anyone to feel left out. You wanna get fierce, I’ll show you fierce, okay?!

So now I wanna give a shout-out to all the fatal attractions out there. You know who you are. The ones who will stalk a man to try to keep him. You’ll slash his tires, put sugar in his tank, break into his house to cut up his clothes or him. You’ll throw a brick through his window, you’ll make your presence known any way, any how. You’ll crank call his ass to no end and even harass his wife or significant other. All in the name of “love.” Bitch, please. Your ass is crazy! And, you, Miss Night Prowler. You’ll drive around all night tryin’ to spot his ride, then sit outside until sunrise to see who he comes out with. You’ll creep and crawl around corners and trash cans like a cat on crack, duck and roll between trees and bushes like some G.I. Jane, or shimmy-shimmy-coco-pop your way up fire escapes and balconies just to catch him knockin’ someone else’s back out. But then, even after you’ve seen it with your own eyes, you’ll still let him talk your dress up and your drawers down. Ain’t that much good dick in the world. Your ass is just dumb. And, you, Miss Inspector Gadget. Don’t think I forgot about you. You’ll drive yourself crazy checking his pockets and wallet for phone numbers. You’ll check his collar for lipstick stains, you’ll look in his underwear for sex crust, and then your nasty ass will even sniff and lick around his balls and dick for any leftover love drip. Now, you’s one sick bitch, okay?

Then there are the groupies and jock-chasers. That’s right, the traveling “ho, ho, hos” and away you go. You’ll spend your last dime to slut around the world in search of a hip-hop or NBA star. You’ll suck and fuck anyone with celebrity status just because you’re a dumb, desperate, broke-ass trick looking for a treat. Oh, then there’s Miss Cyberspace. You Internet and chat-room tramps are downright triflin’. Your insecure asses will sit in front of a computer screen for hours clicking through ads in search of love and will run off with the first nut who responds to your pitiful cry for attention. Get a life!

And, last but not least, the other woman. Miss Lonely on Holidays. Now, you are just pathetic. Girlfriend, where do you expect him to be on Christmas? With his family. Where do you think he’s gonna be on New Year’s Eve? Somewhere ringing in the New Year with his family. And what about Thanksgiving, Valentine’s Day, Mother’s Day, Memorial Day, Independence Day, and all the other traditional holidays? That’s right, with his family. Now, he might be able to squeeze you in on April Fool’s Day. Because that is what you are. One big-ass fool.

So, as I was sayin’ before I was rudely sidetracked…I haven’t even formally introduced myself. Since we’ll probably be spending quite a bit of time with each other, I think it’s only right that you know whom you’re chillin’ with. But first, I wanna apologize if I’ve offended anyone. I don’t like giving fever, and I’m not down with the phoniness. So, if you got a problem with me, either come correct or bounce. Otherwise, try to get to know me first before you twist your face up. Ain’t nothin’ fake about me. I likes to keep it real so if you can roll with that, then it’s all peace.

Anyway, if you’d like, you can call me Indera or Indy. Just don’t call me out my name unless you add “miss” in front of it. Although I am Brooklyn born, I was bred within the confines of a Connecticut boarding school for most of my life. I guess with the exception of the three years I attended public school, it was a rewarding experience for me. That’s if you want to call spending your time with a bunch of snotty, rich, white girls rewarding, and being the token “well-to-do” black girl an experience. In any case, my elite boarding school was where I felt accepted—even if there was a tuition attached to it. Ah, forget this crap. See now, messing around with you, I started digressing. And I know you really don’t want me to go into my trick bag. So, movin’ on.

Anyway, I have to count my blessings. At thirty-six, God and gravity have been good to me. I can still go braless without my breasts dropping to my knees, and my round, plump rump is still tight, right, and bubblicious. Well, okay, with the help of exercise and a low-fat, no-meat diet, I am able to maintain this hourglass shape. Some say I favor Me’shell Ndegeocello. Don’t get me wrong, she’s fly and all, but I can’t see it. Others say I have the raunchiness of Grace Jones. Perhaps. Now she’s one fierce diva. I’m definitely feelin’ her, so I have no problem putting a little “Grace in your face.”

And if I’ve given you the impression that I’ve been sorta liberal in the sex department, well, hey, I like to get my freak on. Men do it. Besides, when a sista like me got it goin’ on from the top of her head to the bottom of her feet, it’s only natural for men to wanna be all up in my space. But despite the number of men I’ve had, my love snatch can still grip a Tic Tac. Okay, okay, a Jolly Rancher.

Before we go any further, let me clear the air about a few things. First, I am by no means some around-the-way chickenhead nor am I some thirsty gold digger. And I’m damn sure no slouch. Financially, my thing is tight. Between my inheritance and smart investments, I am set for life. I am the proud owner of Weaves and Wonders, one of the most successful nail, hair, and body salons in the tri-state area. So, on the real, I don’t need a man to do jack for me. Oh, I need to pause. My phone’s ringing. Excuse me for one minute.

“Hello.”

“What’s up, sexy?” a smooth voice asked.

“Tee?”

“Yo, where you been, girl? I’ve been tryna reach you all morning.”

“Boy, don’t be checkin’ for me like you my man.”

“Yeah, a’ight. Don’t front,” he said, then blew a kiss in the phone. “You know the score.”

“Fuck you.”

“I’ve been tryin,’ but you’re scared of this.”

“Whatever. So what’s up?”

“Yo, check it, I wanna scoop you up today.”

“Uh-huh. For what?”

“I miss you, Boo. Can’t a brotha just wanna chill with his girl?”

I smiled. “Yeah, yeah, yeah. Hugs and kisses to you, too. Pick me up at the shop around six. And don’t call me your damn boo. I hate that shit.”

“I’ll be there. And you betta not have me out there waiting all damn night. You got that?”

“You’ll wait for as long as I make you wait, boy.”

He laughed. “Yeah, a’ight, you heard what I said. Hey, yo?”

“What?”

“You still my boo.” Click.

He makes me sick. Oh, I guess you wanna know who that was. It was Tee. No, he’s not one of my men. We’ve been friends since college. Yes, I am a college-educated sista. A 1984 graduate of Hampton Institute. Oh, excuse me, Hampton University. Actually, I started out at Spelman like my mother but…

Anyway, we met at a Sigma-Zeta formal in Newport News, Virginia. I was dressed to kill in my green velvet, scoop-neck, Bill Blass cocktail dress with a cut-out back. My hair was pulled up in a French twist with little Shirley Temple curls cascading down my face, and I wore my mother’s two-carat diamond earrings and matching choker. You woulda thought I was going to the Soul Train Music Awards. Well, from the moment my two sorors and I stepped out of my ’81 forest-green Benz, we were turning heads. Brothas were like, “Damn, baby, what’s your name…Yo, can I get those digits, sexy?” So, of course, I asked this one brotha who was standing in back of me, “What you drivin’?” As soon as he said he was riding with his boy in a blue Pacer, I looked him up and down, smiled, and said, “You’re outta your league.” Then we heard someone say, “Man, fuck them high-post bitches.” My sorors and I turned in the direction of those words, and there he stood with two of his boys. Tee had on a tan single-breasted tweed suit and Pierre Cardin shoes and a tan Kangol tropic cap. The other two had on nondescript blue polyester suits and Florsheim shoes. Country, I thought to myself. Anyway, the three of us asked in unison, “Excuse me?” The light-skinned brotha with the Donnies Super Curl shag and round glasses said, “You heard me.”

“You betta watch your mouth before I put my knuckles in your lip,” I said, and handed my soror my gold-beaded clutch purse.

“You ain’t gonna do shit, but if you keep talkin’ shit, I’m gonna slap my dick in your lip,” he said in a Southern slur.

Smack! Pop! Pow! That dumb-ass should’ve seen it coming when I got up in his face. I slapped his glasses off his face, then punched him dead square in his mouth. My two sorors jumped in and started punching and kicking him. We worked that fucker over. His boys were laughing and teasing, “Damn, James, you got your ass whupped by three fine sistas.” The poor fool got up looking all dazed with his busted, bloody lip and scary curl.

“The next time you disrespect me I’m gonna piss in your mouth, you country-ass bitch,” I said as my girls and I high-fived one another. The crowd laughed and clapped as we collected ourselves and strutted into the dance like Three the Hard Way to the sounds of “She’s a Bad Mama Jama.”

So for the rest of the night, my girls and I turned the party out. The sounds of Blu-Phi, Eee-i-kee, Oooo-Oooop, Skeeeeee-Weeeeee, O-6, etcetera, etcetera, echoed over the jammin’ beats. Anyway, sometime toward the end of the ball, when they started playing all the jams—Barbara Mason’s “Another Man,” Jean Carne’s “Love Don’t Love Nobody,” and Teddy Pendergrass’s “Love TKO”—Tee walked over to me, grabbed my hand, and said, “Let’s dance.” Before I could say “Hell no,” he had me in his arms, grinding deep into me to Luther Vandross’s “Forever, for Always, for Love.” The smell of his Kouros cologne pulled me closer into him. He had big strong hands, a muscular back, and, Lawd have mercy, a third leg that throbbed against the inner part of my thigh.

“Where you from?” he asked in my ear. For a minute, I thought he was going to stick his tongue in it.

“Brooklyn, and if you stick your tongue in my ear, I will slap the shit out of you.”

He smiled. “That’s nice,” he said, and held me tighter in his arms.

No, you gettin’ your hands off my ass and not tryin’ to squeeze me to death would be nice, I wanted to snap. “Do you mind loosening up your grip and pullin’ your dick from outta my thigh? I don’t give out free nuts; it’s bad enough I’m giving you a bump-and-grind blue-light special,” I said, rolling my eyes.

When the lights came on, I got a chance to get a good look at him. You know how it is when you’re at a party or club getting your groove on with a brotha you think might have it goin’ on, but as soon as the lights come on, he looks like something from out of fright night? Well, not Tee. He was tall and deliciously dark. He had a wide nose, big brown eyes, and full lips that were wet and inviting. His smile revealed nice, white teeth and two dimples set deep in his cheeks. He sported a faded beard and short stay sof ’fro that was neatly cut. Okay, he was fine and sexy and had dick for days but he was also cocky and arrogant.

“So what’s up with the digits?” he asked as he walked me to my car.

“What you drivin’?” I asked, then smiled when he pointed to a navy blue 318i parked two cars away. “Sorry, but I don’t give out my number.”

“Then let me get a kiss,” he said, licking his lips and showing off the print of his thickness. “You know you want some of this.”

“Nigga, get a grip,” I said, closing my door in his face. My girls burst out laughing.

Now, I’m gonna keep it real with you. That night I was almost tempted, but I’m glad I didn’t. That brotha is a whore. He’s been through more women than cars through the Lincoln and Holland Tunnels. And like I said, the brotha is fine and he knows it. He’s six-three, two hundred and ten solid pounds of sexy, chiseled man. Girl, he’s almost every woman’s dream: deep, dark, and delicious. Now, I’m not one to gossip, but from what I’ve been told, he’s like biting into a box of Godiva chocolates, then waiting for the creamy treat to cling to your tonsils. Gag me, why don’t you?

Anyway, back to me clearing the air. Where was I? Oh, yeah. I was saying I don’t need a man to give me jack. And I’m damn sure not looking for love.

Make no mistake, there is no emotional connection for me. It’s about sex, money, and control. You see, I can fuck their brains out, run their pockets, and send ’em home to their wives or girls, drained. And one thing I’ve learned: If you have good pussy, you can get almost anything out of a man. I’m not saying all men, but definitely some men. Those are the ones I take to the cleaners. Why? Because they are pathetic, confused little fools who think they are getting over on all women. Well, maybe some, but not this sista. Hell, most of the time I don’t even have to fuck ’em. Usually, all I have to do is lay back, spread my legs, slap on the whipped cream, and let ’em eat this pussy out strawberry shortcake-style. Once they get a taste of this sweet treat, it’s on; I have ’em hooked and wrapped. Then, when they’ve decided to pack up and walk out on their loved ones, I cancel them out like a bad check. Poof! Be gone! Just like that. I close ’em out and move on. Please. Because he says he wants to be with me doesn’t mean he’s gonna be with only me. Bottom line: Once a cheater, always a cheater. What I look like, some fool? Now, be careful how you answer that. I don’t wanna read anyone.

Don’t get me wrong. I do have a certain set of rules I always live by. Rule number one: No glove, no love. Any man who won’t put on a latex wrap before slidin’ up in me gets nada. Raw dawg is out.

Rule number two: No money, no honey. Money and expensive trinkets are what moisten my panty liner. So a broke man is a no-can-stroke man. I don’t do charity sex and layaway pussy is out.

Rule number three: No place, no face. I am not layin’ no man up in my spot. Papa can be a rolling stone but he ain’t layin’ his dick in my home. End of discussion.

Rule number four: No licky-licky, no sticky-sticky. If you can’t eat this pussy right, you definitely out the box. Point blank: If you can’t work the lips, you can’t stroke the hips. And I will shut you down.

In addition to my little rules I have certain standards from which I will not deviate. First, he must be at least thirty—mentally and chronologically. I damn sure don’t want no fifteen-year-old boy in a forty-year-old man’s body or a thirty-year-old man boppin’ around like he’s still eighteen. I left the playground a long time ago.

Second, he must have at least a six-figure salary. Now, I’ll work a brotha who’s not packin’ six figures, but he betta be well connected and have some political or corporate power. Whatever he does, it betta be a legit j.o.b. A brother pushing drugs is out. I don’t want no Big Willy wanna-be tryna free his little whale in my sea of love. And I certainly don’t want no feds runnin’ through my spot seizin’ and freezin’ shit.

Third, he can’t be fat. I don’t want no piglet trying to oink-oink his porkroll in my nookie, suffocating me with his flab, or knocking me upside the head with one of his big-ass titties. I’m sure you can get more bounce to the ounce, but I’m just not down for two tons of fun. I have no time tryna roll some nigga’s stomach up to get at his dick. Please.

And, last but not least, a suite—in the Waldorf, the Ritz, or the Plaza—is the only place I’ll give up this love funk. A lady with class deserves a nut in style. Hold up. I think I better check my voice mail for messages. Excuse me for a minute.

There’s four messages from Tee—he wants to see me tonight. Well, you already know that. There’s one from Gordon. He’ll be in the city next week and wants to spend the weekend with me. I might. He’s a short, stocky brotha with a nice body and sexy smile. I met him at the Shark Bar a few months ago. He’s single and lives somewhere out in Jersey. He looks as sexy as he sounds. But he has a lotta game with him, and he ain’t tryna spend his dough. He definitely got his thang goin’ on, though. I ain’t givin’ up the sex, but we can hang, maybe. Oh, and there’s two messages from silly-ass Nick. Now, he’s one of them weak-ass brothas I was talking about. I think I betta save these. This brotha is really off the meat rack. Listen: “Indy, why the fuck you send that shit to my wife? That was some real foul shit. Word on my dead daughter, you got yours comin’, you crazy bitch.” Beep. Beep. “What the fuck is on your mind? I’ve been good to your ass, and you turn around and dog me out. You got my wife beefin’ with me. You definitely got it comin.’” Well, I guess you wanna know what that’s all about.

Check it. I met Nick Simms about two years ago in D.C. while I was in Maryland visiting my sista-friend, Chyna, and her family. Chyna is married, has four beautiful children, and a fierce home. Girlfriend has money for days, okay? Well, it’s her husband’s, but who cares.

We met at a Norfolk State step show in, like, ’81. I, along with a few other sorors, had driven up from Spelman for their homecoming activities. Well, when Chyna and the rest of my NSU sorors came out to step, she was front and center, throwing down. And, of course, they won first place. After the show, we exchanged numbers and we’ve been like sisters ever since.

Anyway, I talked homegirl into going to that club D.C. Live. So off we go, sharp as tacks. She sported a conservative mint-green Chanel pantsuit with matching pumps. Girlfriend was ova, okay? Now, Chyna is one fly diva. She always looks like she stepped off the cover of Vogue with her smooth, creamy skin and emerald green eyes. From a distance, you’d think she was a white girl because of her fair complexion, but when you get up close, you can tell she’s a sista with those hourglass hips and that basketball booty.

Anyway, I was fly as hell in my black V-neck Versace minidress and matching black mule heels. Girl, that dress hung off the shoulders and clung to every inch of this body. And I was iced out from my two-carat emerald and diamond earrings to my five-carat matching tennis bracelet and anklet. We were fierce! As soon as we walked in the door, the brothas were all in the grill piece. Now, Chyna, as fly as she is, was tryna act all shy and shit at first. But I said, “Girlfriend, we did not come out to be wallflowers, so you betta act like you know and work this crowd.” After a few Rémys, she loosened up some, but she still wasn’t havin’ no man up in her face or space. She’d hold up her ring finger, flash her ten-carat diamond, then say, “I’m married and I’m not interested.” I, on the other hand, would look the brotha up and down from head to toe. If his gear was official and his footwear was on point, I’d give a friendly smile and put an extra shake in my ass. Unfortunately, I had to blast a brotha for steppin’ up in my grill, then placin’ his damn hand on the small of my back while he tried to get his mack on. Wrong move, okay? And he had the nerve to rock a leather suit with a cowboy hat and lizard-skin cowboy boots. I was a split second from tossing my drink in his face, but I tried to yank his damn arm outta its socket instead. “Listen, country,” I snapped. “You betta back the hell up outta my space before I do-si-do your ass across this floor.” Please. Who the hell did that rhinestone cowboy think I was? If you wanna talk, cool, but don’t put your damn hand on the small of my back. Betta yet, don’t put your hands on me at all. Anyway, the place wasn’t all what people hyped it up to be, and I was ready to go once I heard that go-go music. It’s definitely a D.C. thang.

I peeped a few sistas clockin’ my work. “Nice dress” and “Girl, you workin’ that dress” were some of their comments. One sista had the nerve to ask me if my dress was DKNY. No she didn’t! Didn’t she know DKNY was for broke bitches like her who couldn’t afford the Donna Karan line? And, on top of that, she didn’t even have her designers right. I smiled, “No, dear, it’s Versace. Don’t get it twisted.” Country-ass. Anyway, I couldn’t say the same for most of them. However, I will say, those girls from D.C. and Maryland will keep their hair laid. There may be a whole lotta fashion violations goin’ on, but those wig pieces are always on point.

So, around one-thirty, Chyna and I were heading toward the door when this mahogany-colored brotha with a pug nose, big lips, and round Gucci-framed glasses stopped in front of me. Chyna, of course, being the lady she is, politely excused him and kept walking toward the door. I, to the contrary, put my hand on my hip, twisted my face up, put my finger in his face, and told him, “Get the fuck out my way!” He stood there smiling and looking all stupid.

“Damn, sexy, is that any way to talk to an admirer?” he asked while grabbing my finger.

“Do you know me?” I asked, snatching my finger out of his hand and glancing over at his Rolex. Now, I’ve seen fake Rolies but not in stainless steel.

“Sure I do. You’re the woman in my dreams.”

“Brotha, please. Not with that tired-ass line. Now get out of my face.” Instead of the brotha just going about his business, he took it upon himself to walk alongside me. I hate to admit it, but he was kinda cute in a strange way. Almost like one of those little Pekinese dogs. At first glance, they’re ugly as hell, but then they get cuter as you continue to look at them. So here was this little Pekinese look-alike rockin’ a brown Laurentino suit, Ferragamo shoes, a chunky platinum bezel rope around the neck, and pushin’ a Lamborghini Jeep.

I dropped him my pager number and that’s all she wrote. He paged me every day, leaving cute little sweet nothings on the voice mail. I finally returned his call after two months of playing him like an old sweater, and we started dating. He’d drive up to New York to wine and dine me. When he told me he was married, I told him from the gate I didn’t think cheating on his wife would be wise. For the record, I always try to give these cheatin’-ass men a chance to think about what they’re saying and doing before they get into something they’ll regret later. But, like so many others, he insisted.

“Look, what my wife doesn’t know won’t hurt her. I know how to keep shit on the low. I really dig you so let’s leave my wife outta this.”

“So what you want? Some side-dish pussy to tide you over when you and wifey ain’t getting along? Well, there’s a price for this pussy, and I don’t think you’re gonna be able to afford having me as your little mistress.”

“Like I said, my wife ain’t got nothing to do with what you and I are doing. Anything you want, baby, it’s yours. Here, this is for you.” He smiled and handed me a long slim box neatly wrapped in silver foiled paper. “It’s just a little something to show you what I think about you.”

I tore off the paper, opened up the Tiffany & Co. box, and smiled. It was a twenty-four-karat gold necklace with a cross filled with clear, sparkling white diamonds. We went back to his hotel suite and I gargled down his big, hairy balls. No, no. I only suck dick on special occasions. Like, when you buy me a full-length mink or give me an all-expenses-paid trip to Europe. Anyway, I sucked his balls, jerked him off, and then let him stick his pencil dick in my chocolate furnace. I gave it to him analiciously. From that moment on, the brotha was strung. He would always surprise me with expensive gifts. And although he liked “momma’s ass gravy,” he wanted to slide up in this hairy love slot. But I made it very clear: “You wanna stick it, you gotta lick it.” I’d squat over his face and rub my fat pussy lips over his mouth, but he insisted that he only ate his wife’s. For now, I said to myself. Hell, he’d try to suck the shit out of my ass but wouldn’t eat my pussy. Go figure.

Then, about two months later, he called saying he was in the city, was horny as hell, and was “ready to tear the pussy up.” Humph, we’ll see, I thought. So I showered, gave the cooch a Summer’s Eve rinse although I was already springtime fresh and shimmied into a gray Armani slip dress. I packed my Louis Vuitton overnight bag and grabbed a three-pack box of Zulu condoms—oops! I forgot they weren’t made with him in mind. So I snatched the Trojans instead, and filled my satchel with my sex gadgets. I peeled around Grand Army Plaza to Flatbush Avenue and across the Brooklyn Bridge into Manhattan with a quickness. I decided that if he was going to eat me out and knock these suga walls the way he bragged, then it would be the night that I showed him how I really like to get my freak on. I planned to turn his world upside-down, especially when he mentioned he’d bought me the eight-thousand-dollar Louis Vuitton trunk I’d wanted. Girlfriend came prepared with whipped cream, blindfolds, French ticklers, vibrators, and a strap-on dildo. I was gonna give Mr. Simms the workout of his life.

Anyway, I get to suite 602 and he opens the door. The room was lit up with candles, the sounds of WBLS’s “Quiet Storm” were coming from the stereo, Dom was chilling on ice, and there he stood in a burgundy silk kimono and matching boxers. The mood was definitely sexy. He grabbed me and kissed me with force and passion. While his tongue told me he missed me, he slid his hand under my dress and started massaging my clitoris. Then, with his other hand, he massaged and stroked my breasts through my dress until my nipples got as hard as rocks. My hand found its way to the opening in his boxers. When God was giving out meat, he definitely forgot to put some on this bone, I thought as I stroked his long, skinny sex. He pulled my dress up over my head and threw it in the corner. Then he picked me up, carried me into the bedroom, and laid me on the bed. He walked back out into the living room and returned with two crystal flutes filled with champagne. Our glasses clinked to his “Here’s to a night you’ll never forget” promise. We took a few sips. Then he fed me fresh pineapple, grapes, strawberries, and cheese. He placed a few chips of ice in his mouth and started kissing on my neck, nibbling on my earlobes, making wet puddles in the center of my chest, then lapping them around my breasts. He slowly kissed down to the center of my stomach. He kissed the inside of my right thigh, then sucked the toes on my right foot. Then he sucked the toes on my left foot, and kissed and licked the inside of my left thigh. I opened my legs wider. My mind sang, Oh, yes…eat this pussy. Eat this pussy. Oh, please don’t tease me. Stick your tongue in me. Oh, yes…work this pussy, work this pussy, as he kissed my love canal. Girl, my pussy was jumpin’ for some action since it hadn’t been stroked in months. Finally, he mounts his mouth over my lips and…

“Ooooh, baby, damn you taste good…. Mmmm-mmm, you got some good, juicy pussy, baby.” The way this fool was gnawing and gnashing at my clit, I thought for sure he was going to bite it off. I was too through.

“Uh-uh. Get up and get out,” I said as I pushed his head from between my thighs. “Where the fuck you think you at, McDonald’s?”

“What’s wrong, baby?’ he asked with his lips wet and his eyes as big as silver dollars. “You got me horny as hell.”

“Whaat?! Chewin’ on my pussy like it’s an Egg McMuffin. I think not. I think you betta take your non-pussy-eatin’ ass home to your wife, and while you’re at it, go rub some Miracle-Gro on that skinny-ass dick.”

“You trippin’, right? Why you gotta take it there?”

“Take it there? Brotha, please. My clit has more meat on it than that,” I said, pointing at his stiff Slim Jim. “You get me all heated up and shit, and you can’t even eat pussy right. Nigga, please.”

“Indy, baby, tell me how you want it. Show me. I’ll make it right for you, c’mon, baby.”

“Look, this is not ‘Pee-Wee’s Playhouse,’ okay? I don’t have time to teach no grown-ass man how to eat pussy. Your country-ass wife shoulda been schoolin’ your simple ass,” I said as I pulled my travel companion out of my satchel. “Now, this is what a dick is supposed to look like. Okay, Nicholas?”

To make a long story short, I wound up having to slap his face; he packed his shit and bounced his blue balls back home to his wife. But the poor soul left in such a huff that he forgot his wallet. Now, I could have taken the eighteen hundred dollars in cash he had but, since the asshole was nice enough to leave me in his suite, I opted to use his American Express instead.

“Hello, room service? This is suite six-oh-two. Please send up three bottles of Cristal and a tray of chocolate-covered strawberries.” I figured I’d drink one bottle and save the other two for another occasion. Then I called 1-800-FLOWERS. “Hello, I’d like to send one hundred yellow roses to Mrs. Nicholas Simms…. Yes, send them to 1110 Sixteenth Street, Northeast, Washington, D.C. Oh, and sign it ‘Love, Dickless Nicholas.’” Hell, the least I could do was express my sympathy for her loving a man with a toothpick dick.

Don’t misunderstand me. The size of a man’s penis doesn’t matter. It’s the size of his cash flow that counts. And, of course, the motion of the ocean. Whatever! But when you tryna serve a bitch like me, you gotta come correct. Yes, I called myself a bitch. I’m very much aware of Webster’s definition—a female dog. Well, I am a female. And I’m a female who will dog the hell out of a cheatin’, lyin’-ass man. Now, Indy’s definition of a bitch is a strong, confident, aggressive woman who knows what she wants, who won’t settle for less than what she wants, and who won’t take no shit from any man. None, nada, nooch.

Bottom line: I don’t care if you got a big dick, small dick, long dick, skinny dick, short dick, or no dick. You betta know what you’re doin’ with what you got ’cause if you don’t, I’m gonna blow your spot up. See, I ain’t gonna gas a nigga’s head up when his sex is sloppy, and faking orgasms is out. I know there are a lot of sistas who have no problem faking the funk in the bedroom, but my thing is, why bother? It’s a waste of time and energy.

Anyway, now he’s heated because I pulled his card. Oh, well…

Oh, shit. Look at the time! It’s 2:30 p.m. I’ve been rambling on all morning. I gotta get down to the shop to check on my crew. Later.
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