

[image: cover]





Thank you for downloading this Atria Books eBook.



Join our mailing list and get updates on new releases, deals, bonus content and other great books from Atria Books and Simon & Schuster.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP





or visit us online to sign up at
eBookNews.SimonandSchuster.com




[image: cover]



For Deotis, Jewell, Kevin, Lynn, Michael, Richie, Bradley,

and all those who left us too soon

For Aunt Jennie, who left us the day I completed this book





Life is like a coin.

You can spend it any way you wish,

but you can spend it only once.

—Author Unknown






From the Journal of Yardley Brown

June 1, 2004




As she lies sleeping, I can’t help but be grateful that I finally know what true love is. I thought I’d found love before, thought that I’d embraced it, but I was wrong. Sheila, Roxie, all the rest of them, they had come into my life and turned it into chaos. Now I’m finally at peace with myself and my ability to give a woman what she really wants and really needs.

Not to seem like I’m reducing it to a sexual thing, but she does something to me. I can’t contain myself when I’m around her. My dick gets hard every time I think of her. I spend half of my days and all of my nights—the ones when she isn’t here with me—fantasizing about what the next time with her will be like.

Sometimes I wish that I could place my dick inside of her and sleep there, feeling her pussy pulsating around my shaft, letting me know that we are as one. But it is more than sex; it is love. The kind of love I’ve searched for my entire life. The kind of love that I want to feel for the rest of my life.

Yes, I mean it. She’s the one. My only fear is that she’s been damaged so much in her past that she’ll fight me tooth and nail and refuse to totally open up to me; the way I need her to open up to me.

To think that we wasted so much time—almost two years—wasting time trying to make relationships work with other people, when we belonged together all along. I guess it’s like my mother always told me. Things don’t happen when we want them to happen; they happen when they’re supposed to happen.







Learn as if you were going to live forever.

Live as if you were going to die tomorrow.

—Mahatma Gandhi






One

Rayne Waters, Age 15

Birmingham, AL

June 1990




I was lying in my bed dreaming about Prince laying me down on his basement bed; like he did to Apollonia in Purple Rain. I’d fallen asleep staring at the poster of him I had taped to my bedroom ceiling; a nightly routine for me. It was the one where he was lying on his stomach with his ass cheeks exposed; enough to tease the millions of teenage girls who idolized him like me.

“Rayne, wake up! Wake up, dammit!”

Momma’s high-pitched, irritating voice pierced into my blissful sleep. I willed both it and her to go away. Lost cause. Momma shook my shoulders and yanked me halfway off my twin-sized canopy bed.

“Rayne, you know you hear me! Sit up, missy! Time for a talk!”

Trying to sleep was out of the question so I propped my back up on a pillow. “Momma, it’s the middle of the night. Can’t this wait?”

“No, it can’t wait.”

Her breath almost knocked me out when she plopped down beside me, landing her hip on one of my kidneys. I moved over slightly. She was drunk again; no huge surprise. Momma spent at least five nights a week at the Eagle, a cruddy bar less than a mile from our apartment.

“Baby, I should’ve done this a long time ago, so listen up!”

“Done what, Momma?” Various scenarios raced through my head. Then I remembered my less than stellar grades. “Is this about my progress report? I’m gonna pull that D up in math. I promise.”

Momma let out this hideous laugh. “This ain’t ’bout no damn school! Fuck school!”

Humph, I wonder how many members of the PTA would want to jump on Momma’s back for telling her child to “fuck school.” She wasn’t exactly June Cleaver but she could’ve at least been supportive of my education. I was really trying hard in school and was having issues with a couple of classes; mainly because of my staying up half the weeknights waiting for her to come home. I’d hear all these creepy noises in and around our apartment and we didn’t exactly live in the safest area of Birmingham. I realized Momma was doing the best she could, considering my father—who she refused to name, if she even knew his name—had never been a part of our lives. Momma worked as a waitress at this dump where they couldn’t even give me free food to eat. She used to try to get me to come by there after school to eat at her employee discount rate, but after a couple times of struggling to chew their meatloaf and ending up on the toilet for three hours, I decided my digestive system was more important than saving money.

On the flip side, I’d gained a lot of weight from eating fast food. I tried to tell myself that I could lose it at any given time. After all, I was young, and that had to count for something. I wasn’t obese, so I simply let it flow and ignored the few assholes at school who made comments. I’d tell them, “God didn’t intend for everyone to be a bag of bones!”

Momma slapped me on the leg and the pain shot up my spine. The room was flooded with an unwelcome burst of light after she reached for the ceramic lamp on my nightstand. “I wanna talk to you about fast ass boys!”

“Momma, why are you yelling? I’m right here.”

Once my eyes adjusted to the light, I noticed her mascara and lipstick were smudged. She was so beautiful, even in disarray. She had the smoothest caramel skin, and men lost their minds over her gray eyes; the ones I shared with her.

“What about boys?” I asked. “I’m not even dating.”

She pulled the bottom of my nightgown down further over my legs, like there were a bunch of perverted old men standing around my room or something.

“That Henry boy,” she said in disgust. “I’ve noticed he keeps coming ’round here, sniffing your drawers.”

“This is crazy, Momma,” I stated in protest.

Henry Wilkes was ugmo, which made him twice as jacked up in the face than ugly. Chance Martinez, my best friend, and I had made up the word to describe him. He was still my friend because you have to take friends where you can get them and most of the boys in the school were so stuck on themselves that they made me sick. The majority of the girls were too busy sizing each other up in competition to be friendly.

“Momma, Henry and I are friends. I don’t like him. He’s not attractive, at all.”

“Forget being attractive. Does he have any money?”

She was tripping. Did she not realize that no one at my school had money? If they did, they sure as hell wouldn’t be playing house in our neighborhood. We didn’t have two nickels to rub together and it was my guess that Henry and his family didn’t have two pennies to rub together.

She stared at me like she was awaiting a response, one that should’ve been obvious, so I replied, “Don’t think so. Why?”

Her voice went up three decibels as she catapulted off the bed and threw her hands on her hips. “’Cause if he ain’t got no money, he needs to keep his little ass from ’round here!”

“Henry’s my partner for a science project. That’s why he’s been coming over lately.”

I figured that was the end of the conversation so I laid back down. Momma pinched me on the shoulder and I shrieked out in pain. “Ow, Momma! Why’d you do that?”

“Sit up and listen to me, dammit! I’ve been whoring all my life and I’m a good whore. You better learn how to be a good whore, too!”

Momma was about to give up too much information so I tried to ward her off. “Momma, please go to bed. You’re drunk.”

“I ain’t drunk.”

We both realized she was lying.

“I know what the hell I’m saying. Don’t ever fall in love, Rayne. Not ever. Bastards will chew you up like a wad of tobacco. Believe that.” I didn’t feel like hearing her mouth, but at least she’d finally lowered her voice some. “Men care about two things. Money and pussy; in that order. You need to concentrate on the money and intake dick for financial purposes only.”

I suppressed a laugh. If she’d been following that philosophy, we would’ve been living large. She was tripping, hard. I couldn’t imagine how many drinks she must’ve had. The bartender at the Eagle must’ve made some seriously strong drinks that night.

It wasn’t a secret that Momma loved spending time with men. Quite often, I’d wake up and find strange men scrambling eggs in the kitchen—the main staple we kept in the house—in the buff or close to it. Even so, the whoring comment had thrown me for a loop. She’d never come straight out and used the word “pussy” in front of me before, either.

“That’s not true, Momma, about men caring about two things. Some men care about more than that.”

She grabbed both sides of my face and stared into my eyes. “The hell they do. Loving a man will destroy you. He’ll destroy you. He’ll take your self-esteem. He’ll take your dignity. Then he’ll walk away and leave you with a stack of bills, bad credit, and possibly one or two babies.” I wondered if she was talking about my nameless father. “Men are selfish and aren’t capable of loving anyone but themselves.”

“I’ve seen plenty of men in love. Men that treat women with respect,” I told her.

I glanced at my alarm clock. Five A.M. Why couldn’t she simply go to bed?

Momma rolled her eyes at me. “Where? Where have you ever seen men in love? On cable? At the movies? Fantasyland, perhaps? That shit ain’t real. Name one fool—just one—you actually know who’s in love.”

Normally, I’d hate being put on the spot, but I had an answer for that one right away. Chance had been my best friend since first grade. If there was one thing I was absolutely certain of, her parents were madly in love. Chance was the third of six children and every experience in their home was like the Latino version of The Cosby Show. Even though they were a far cry from rich—more like barely making ends meet—everyone was always happy, smiling, and content; especially the parents. Yes, they were definitely in love. I was sure of it.

“Manuel Martinez. Chance’s daddy. He adores his wife,” I stated avidly. “They’re incredibly cute together.”

Momma laughed so hard, I thought she was going to choke on her own tongue.

“What’s so funny, Momma?”

“Rayne, I hate to burst your bubble, but puleeze! Manuel’s ass ain’t in love. He’s hanging in there because of all the damn babies that heifer keeps dropping. I’ve fucked Manuel a dozen times.”

I almost choked on my own tongue at that point. “You had sex with Chance’s daddy?”

“Shit, everyone’s had sex with Chance’s daddy.”

I sat up higher on the bed. “Like who?”

“Never mind all that. Let’s just say that Manuel has stuck more money in panties and seen more sluts working the pole than any man in Birmingham.”

“Working the pole?”

“Yes, the pole!”

I looked at her in confusion.

“Shit, I’m glad you don’t know what I mean ’cause your ass better not end up working the pole at some sleazy strip club.”

“Ah,” I whispered, getting her point.

“Listen to me, Rayne. Men ain’t no damn good.”

I laid back down. “You said that already.”

It couldn’t be true. Mr. Martinez was always so lovey-dovey. If a man like him would not only cheat but frequent strip clubs, what kind of man wouldn’t? No, I wasn’t buying it. I had to defend such an honorable man. Momma had to be mistaken, delusional, or something.

“I don’t believe you had sex with him, Momma.”

“Are you calling me a liar?” Momma’s gray eyes turned almost jet black, like they always did when she was angry. “Are you calling me a liar, Rayne?”

I wasn’t about to back down from her; even though her body language was giving off the indication that she’d haul off and slap me if I responded “yes.” Instead, I said, “You’re mistaken or confused. Maybe you have him mixed up with someone else.”

Her knees started wobbling and she sat back down on the bed. If she hadn’t, she surely would’ve fallen at any second.

“Okay, missy, I’ll put it this way. If I ain’t never let him have the coochie, how do I know he has a tattoo of an anchor on his ass?”

“An anchor?” This was simply too much for me.

“Yeah, Manuel used to be a sailor. That’s probably why he’s so damn freaky now. Military men are the nastiest of all.” She emphasized the last portion of her statement and the liquor on her breath was so strong, I almost passed out.

“I’ve heard enough, Momma. I can’t take any more of this,” I stated sternly and covered my head with my comforter before she could start breathing on me again. “Can I please go to sleep? I’m going to Six Flags tomorrow, in Atlanta. Remember?”

“With who?” Momma asked. Once again, she’d forgotten something I’d told her less than twenty-four hours earlier.

“Chance.”

“Manuel going, or is he staying here so he can fuck some stripper tomorrow night?”

I sucked in air and ignored that. “No, Ruiz is driving us.”

Chance’s older brother, Ruiz, was one of the finest men on the planet. I’d fallen in puppy love/lust with him when Chance and I were in the sixth grade and he was in the tenth. I was nothing more than a baby sister to him but that didn’t change the fact that I wanted to be his girlfriend.

“Tell Ruiz he can’t have none, either.”

Ruiz can have anything from me, I thought as a sly grin came across my face.

“Not unless he’s giving up some cash and I know his ass is broke,” she continued with her bashing. “Broke daddy, broke son.”

Seeing an opportunity to catch Momma in a lie, I inquired, “If Mr. Martinez is so broke, why’d you have sex with him? What about your intaking dick for financial purposes policy?”

I should’ve kept my mouth shut because I wasn’t prepared for her answer.

“’Cause Manuel eats a mean pussy, that’s why! I’ve had a lot of sweet pussy lickings in my day but damn! Manuel can make a woman want to—”

I let out a slight scream—making her pause in midsentence—and clamped my eyes shut, willing Momma to get up and go into her own bedroom.

“Baby, I’m gonna let you go back to sleep.” She pulled my comforter down to my waist and started rubbing my back gently. Even she realized that she’d gone too far. “If I don’t see you, have fun at Six Flags. I might still be in bed when you leave.”

I kept my eyes shut, trying to mask my anger. “Goodnight, Momma.”

“You need some money? I’ve got a little something hidden under my mattress; some tip money.”

She must’ve really been feeling guilty about her admittance of an affair with my best friend’s father. I always had to beg for money; she never offered it.

“No thanks, Momma,” I responded.

I’d recently started a job at a bookstore—working part-time until school let out in a couple of weeks for the summer and I could work full-time. I’d saved up for Six Flags and was looking forward to having a good time and looking forward to peeping Ruiz’s muscles all day. I was hoping he’d wear a tank top and shorts so I could see some skin. I’d picked out the perfect outfit to wear; one that was teasingly revealing but not too obvious.

“Sorry I woke you, Rayne,” she said, continuing to rub my back. “This talk about the birds and bees is long overdue though.”

“Thanks, Momma. I appreciate it.”

Nothing could’ve been further from the truth but I didn’t want her to feel too bad. She was still my mother—the only relative I’d ever known since my grandparents died long before I was born. However, Momma couldn’t teach me anything about sex that I didn’t already know. Sure, she may have been able to embark on perversion but I wasn’t interested in those kinds of acts. I hadn’t gone all the way—mainly because Ruiz had never tried me—but I knew what to expect when I did. I had zero intention of becoming a whore and definitely not a proud whore like Momma.

She seemed to read my mind. “Are you having sex, Rayne?”

“No, Momma. Not yet.” I threw the “not yet” in there intentionally. I wanted to put her on notice that I wouldn’t hesitate to do it when I was ready.

“I didn’t think you were, but I needed to know. When you do start, I gotta get you on the pill. I ain’t even tryin’ to be a grandma. I’m too sexy and way too fine for all that.”

I giggled. “You don’t have to worry about that.”

“Baby, I’m too tired to crawl in my room. Can I crash in here?”

“Sure, Momma,” I quickly answered. If it took allowing her to sleep with me—liquor breath and all—to get her to shut her trap, it was well worth it.

I scooted over farther on the bed, pressing myself up against the wall, as she slipped off her three-inch pumps and climbed underneath the comforter with me.

We both stared up at Prince. Sexy motherfucker.

“You know Momma loves you, baby?”

“Yes.”

“Good. That’s real good.”

She started humming “Sexual Healing” by Marvin Gaye—her favorite song—until we both drifted off to sleep as the sun was coming up. By ten, I was on the highway with Chance and Ruiz, headed for Six Flags.








Two

Yardley Brown, Age 16

White Oak, MD

September 1990




I wanted my sixteenth birthday to be special; I really did. However, can you say overkill? Felix, Dwayne, and Mike were my boys and all, but I wasn’t even trying to go the direction they took my birthday party in.

I’d invited Roxie to the party. My parents were out of town and it was the perfect opportunity to get to know her better. Roxie was a year older than me but hanging onto her virginity like it was the eighth wonder of the world. I couldn’t say I blamed her. As fine as she was, she could afford to be selective. Every boy in our high school wanted to crawl in between her long, sienna legs and dig her back out.

Roxie had this long, wavy black hair that I yearned to run my fingers through. Her huge dark brown eyes gave me a hard-on every time I gazed into them. Roxie was in my Physics class and I couldn’t concentrate on our teacher most of the time. I was too busy daydreaming about her.

It was her clothes. Her hair. Her smell. She wasn’t trashy like a lot of the girls in school. The majority of them wore skirts riding up their asses—even though it was against the dress code that no one enforced—and always had makeup caked on their faces. Roxie’s eyelashes were naturally long and thick, unlike the girls whose eyelashes stuck together while little balls of black gook dropped onto their cheeks from using too much mascara. Roxie was different. She had class and she was my woman….

…In my mind. All I needed was the space and opportunity to convince her. That was why I’d invited her over to Mike’s for my birthday party. I’d hoped to convince her to go home with me since my parents were gone for the weekend. We could have the place all to ourselves.

There were fine girls on top of fine girls that night. I was trying to figure out where they’d come from. They surely didn’t attend the same school as me. We’d expected a lot of girls but we’d hit the lottery. Surely, it had something to do with Felix recently becoming single. Even back then, Felix could’ve beaten out any brother in the Player of the Year Competition. That included men twice his age.

Felix and Donna had dated for three years, much to the dismay of all the girls trying to bed him. Donna had dropped Felix faster than most people could blink when she’d caught him in the boys’ locker room doing the nasty with her twin sister Dana. Felix had always wanted both twins and his hard work and perseverance had paid off. However, he didn’t bother to get Donna’s permission first. Donna had beaten her sister’s ass and then they’d made up and blamed it all on Felix. He was hurt—for two days—and then was ready to move on.

You’d think that I would’ve learned from Felix’s mistakes but we tend to do stupid things when we’re young. Never once do we consider that the repercussions aren’t worth it. Such was the case when I’d agreed to go upstairs to Mike’s bedroom with “a woman of the night.”

My boys had decided that sixteen years was way too long for any brother to live without tapping at least one ass. Two years ahead of me in sexual activity, they were tired of me never having any freaky tales to share. They’d decided to scrape together all their available cash on hand—mostly beer money—and purchase my very first piece of pussy.

Angel, who definitely didn’t live up to her name, was gorgeous without a doubt. Her skin was dark, like a juicy plum, and she had the largest breasts I’d ever seen in person. Being more experienced now, looking back, I’d say that she had to be filling up every millimeter of a 42DDD bra. She was hot and trampy; like the women in Mike’s porno films we used to watch.

“You got a big ass dick for a teenager!”

Angel was sitting on the bed staring at my privates. She called it “a routine inspection.” Standing there with my jeans and boxers tangled around my ankles, I felt so violated. Angel’s face was close enough to my hard dick for me to feel her breath on it.

“Thanks, I guess,” I muttered, stunned by her remark.

Angel lifted up the shaft of my dick and fingered my balls. Not in a romantic way. It was more like a “let me make sure there aren’t any bumps underneath them” way. I didn’t have any sexual diseases; unless you could get them from whacking off.

She finally quit messing around down there. “Trust me, little brother, you’re hung like a horse compared to some of these rabbit-dick men out here. With some of the teeny-weeny ones, I’m not even sure I’m actually being fucked. Know what I’m saying?”

“No, not really,” I said nervously.

Angel kicked off her shoes as she leaned back on her elbows. When the room suddenly smelled like musty feet, I wondered if the rest of her was clean.

“So, Yardley, that’s a crazy name for a brother. That sounds like some shit from Scotland or someplace like that.”

“It was my great-grandfather’s name,” I told her. “And, as a matter of fact, he was from Scotland.”

“Ah, so someone had a little jungle fever? Ain’t a damn thing wrong with that.”

I ignored her comment. “Can we please get on with this?”

Angel was smacking a wad of gum from side to side in her mouth. “Cool by me. So, Yardley, what you wanna do first?”

“I don’t know.” I wasn’t sure I wanted to be there; rather less what I wanted to do first. My mind flashed to Roxie. I lifted my wrist to peep my watch. It was ten-fifteen and Roxie had told me she probably wouldn’t be able to make it before eleven. She was stuck with babysitting her younger brother until her parents came home from a dinner dance. The forty-five minute time frame helped me to relax slightly. “What do you usually do, Angel?”

She sat up and grabbed my dick. “Since I’ve completed my inspection and I’m down here anyway, want me to suck it for you?”

My first blow job. Damn, was I ready for that?

“Is it going to hurt?”

Angel suppressed a laugh; even though I could tell she wanted to ridicule me.

“Naw, sugar. I’m a professional. If there’s one thing I know how to do, it’s suck a damn dick.”

What a powerful statement. Even though I didn’t think it was physically possible, my dick got even harder as the words left her lips. Angel took the gum from her mouth and stuck it on the corner of Mike’s nightstand.

“Relax, Yardley.”

Angel dove in, drawing my entire dick into her mouth without blinking an eye. I started making noises I didn’t realize I was capable of making. After a brief two minutes of “oohs” and “aahs” emitting from my throat, I busted my first nut that hadn’t been the result of using my own hand.

Angel couldn’t hold it in any longer and fell out laughing. I collapsed on the bed so I could attempt to regain some composure. I damn sure wasn’t supposed to come that fast. I never knew it would feel so wonderful to place my dick into a woman’s mouth. I didn’t think I could handle sticking it in her mouth and her pussy in the same night; a frightening concept to an inexperienced teenage boy.

“I think that’s about it for you, sugar,” Angel said, obviously recognizing that I could not even hang with her. “It’s a shame.” She touched my dick and it hurt because it was still sensitive from the orgasm I’d endured. “You have so much potential with that big, juicy dick of yours. What a waste.”

Angel retrieved her gum, plopped it back into her mouth, and slipped back into her shoes. Thank goodness for that! She snapped her purse open and started digging through it.

“Tell you what. Let me give you my business card and brochure. Give me a call sometime next week. If I’m in a good mood, I might finish the job for free.”

I was floored. “You have a brochure?”

“Absolutely! Like I said, I’m a professional. How do you think your friends found me in the first place?”

Angel handed me a full-color business card with her picture, along with a matching brochure. The brochure listed Angel’s special skills and featured her in various sets of raunchy lingerie. Apparently, she could tie a cherry string with her tongue, she was double-jointed, and she had no problem giving or receiving golden showers.

Sick, sick, sick! At that point, I couldn’t wait to get Angel out of the house. Being a graduate of UHT, the University of Home Training, I decided some form of thanks was in order.

“Thanks for everything, Angel. That was very nice.” I extended my hand.

She shook it. “Anytime, baby boy.” Angel headed for the bedroom door after gathering her belongings.

I pulled up my pants and zippered them.

“I meant what I said. Call me.” She held her fingers up to her cheek, spreading them to mimic a telephone, and then disappeared from my line of vision.

After going into the bathroom to take a leak and wash my face, I went downstairs. Angel was gone. However, Roxie was there; attitude and all. I saw her hand before I saw her face, when she slapped me clear across mine. It stung something fierce.

“Yardley, how could you do this to me?” Roxie screamed at me, with dozens of party guests looking on. “How could you?”

Roxie pushed her way through the crowd and out the front door before I could say a word in my own defense. Not that I had a defense. Never had I felt so ashamed and disappointed at the same time. There was no way Roxie would give me another chance. Our love affair was over before it had even begun.

Being his typical self, Mike tried to pretend like Roxie hadn’t slapped the shit out of me. It was like it had never happened. “Man, that was quick. Must’ve been some good booty.”

“For what we paid for it, it ought to be good and tight,” Felix said.

Dwayne wasn’t buying into that pipe dream. “A hooker with a tight booty? Man, get real!”

I was speechless. Mike waved his hand in front of my face, snapping me out of a trance.

“You sweating Roxie?” Felix asked. “Forget that skeezer, man. She wasn’t trying to handle her business, so we got you someone who would.”

They exchanged high-fives while the girls in the room all huddled over by the sofa like an NFL team. Talking trash about us, more than likely. My little escapade was destined to be the talk of the school for a solid week. Maybe I’d fake sick or something.

I went into the kitchen to grab a beer out of the fridge, leaving the boys standing in the living room guffawing and cracking jokes about me. As the ice-cold liquid hit the back of my throat, the expression on Roxie’s face invaded my thoughts. It was an expression of pain. I vowed right then and there never to intentionally hurt another woman in my entire life. Once I did become sexually active, I was determined to treat women with respect and compassion. I’d never prey on them and think of them as nothing but pieces of ass. Unfortunately, by deciding to be as gentle as a lamb, I was setting myself up to be the prey.








Three

Rayne Waters, Age 19

University of Alabama

Thanksgiving Day 1994




I’d decided to stay at school during Thanksgiving. I couldn’t deal with Momma and her drinking, which had gotten progressively worse. Chance was my roommate and had gone home to spend the day with the Martinez clan. She’d tried to insist that I join her but I felt uncomfortable being around Ruiz and his new bride. My puppy-love crush had turned into more—much more—during my senior year in high school. In fact, I’d ended up giving Ruiz my virginity. Up until that point—one Saturday night at the drive-in movies—I’d simply done a lot of “dry fucking” with various boys. None of them were manly enough for me to actually “grace with the booty” so I’d refused to give it up. Then came that fateful night when Ruiz was supposed to be driving Chance and me to the movies to see New Jack City. Chance came down with strep throat, after making out with these two freaky boys from our rival school behind the bleachers at a football game. Ruiz had called to tell me that he still planned to go see it and asked if I wanted to go see it alone with him.

The way he’d spoken the words—“Rayne, you want to go hang out with me and just little ol’ me?”—made my panties wet. First of all, there wasn’t a damn thing “little” about Ruiz. He was cut from top to bottom and worked out at the local Bally’s religiously. Secondly, my hormones were out of control. Getting any amount of attention from the boy that I’d masturbated myself to sleep thinking about countless times was a welcomed change.

It had taken me forever to decide what to wear. Silly now that I think about it. At a drive-in movie, no one can see what you have on. But I wanted to impress Ruiz, so I threw the majority of the clothes out of my closet onto my bed before finally deciding on a cute pink outfit—a pair of leggings with a baby doll top to match. I pinned my hair up in a bun and let one strand of hair dangle over my left eye. I’d seen a picture of Iman, the famous fashion model, in a magazine with a similar look and attempted to emulate it.

Momma was out doing her regular dirt at the Eagle so I snuck into her room and raided her makeup caddy, applying some rouge, lipstick, and eyeliner the best that I could. I never wore more than lip gloss but I wanted to look older for Ruiz; hoping that he’d forget my real age.

When Ruiz pulled up in his t-top red Camaro and blew the horn, I had to fight to suppress the scream building up in my throat. This was really happening. I was going out on an actual date with Ruiz Martinez—even though I was sure he didn’t view it as a date.

We got to the Majestic Drive-In and there were people from my school everywhere. A black or Latino movie coming out back in those days was still considered special so everyone in our school would rush to see it on release day. Otherwise, they’d feel left out on Monday morning, when everyone started talking about how awesome it was. Back then, no matter what the movie was about—even if it was derogatory to blacks and Latinos and made us all out to be drug dealers and gangsters—it was still awesome because “we” were in it.

I was mad that I couldn’t show Ruiz off more. If we’d gone to a regular theater, I could’ve sported him on my arm as eye candy. On the other hand, the drive-in meant that we could be completely alone to do whatever, without people watching us instead of the movie. I did get to show him off briefly, when we went inside to get popcorn, Twizzlers, and cola with cherry fountain syrup. Jessica Wilson, who I knew for a fact also had a thing for Ruiz, almost shit herself when she saw us together. Even though it wasn’t an official date, I made it seem that way by giggling at his every comment and rubbing my fingers up and down his arm while we waited in line for our turn.

Jessica was there with Langston, the captain of the football team. While he was fine enough, his head was way too up in the clouds for me to ever be interested. When it came down to it, Langston cared about his looks more than he cared about the looks of the girl on his arm. It was his world and anyone who didn’t like it could step. I’d spent an hour talking to him on the phone once. I caught on quick, five minutes into the conversation, that he was only calling to feel me out and see if I would be an easy lay for him.

Boys were so silly; thinking that we weren’t up on their immature games. Sure, some girls were still in that naïve stage but most of us knew the deal. Momma had definitely educated me. I’d never gotten over the fact that she’d had sex with Chance’s daddy. Often times, when I was over their house visiting, I’d sit there and stare at him, wondering if his wife even suspected that he was cheating. When he’d leave out saying he was going to the store or had to go back to work to do some overtime, I’d think he was headed to one of the local strip clubs instead. Momma’s revelation had changed my entire outlook on men. The one man that I would’ve sworn was faithful had turned out to be banging numerous other women. Lack of trust had become a major hang-up for me before I’d even had my first serious relationship.

Still, part of me hoped that Ruiz was different. Not that I thought he and I would hook up, but he was my fantasy man and I wanted to at least believe that his scruples were better than his father’s.

We were back in his Camaro, watching the film, and chowing down on popcorn when Ruiz came out the blue and asked, “Rayne, you have the hots for me, don’t you?”

Had he really just asked me that?

“What?” I replied in astonishment.

“I asked if you have the hots for me.” He took my left hand into his right and started playing with my fingers.

“Ruiz, you know you’re like a brother to me.”

I could see his eyebrows rise in the dim lighting of the car. He took his free hand and turned the volume down on the speaker that was hooked onto the driver’s side window. “So it’s just my imagination that you’re looking different tonight to impress me?”

I let out this hideous fake laugh; a nervous one. “Different? What’s different about me?”

“The tight pants. The makeup. The high heels you can hardly walk in.”

He was right on the money about the heels. I’d almost busted my ass three times on the way to and from the concession stand.

“Ruiz, I always dress like this,” I lied. “You probably haven’t noticed before; since you’ve known me so long. Chance and I are both growing up.”

He chuckled. “Yeah, but Chance doesn’t dress like that. Ma would kill her, if she even tried.”

“Well, you know your mother and my mother are two entirely separate people; like night and day.”

“Like an angel and a demon,” he said.

The sad part about his comment—him obviously referring to my mother as the demon—was that I couldn’t argue with him. Mrs. Martinez had the face and spirit of an angel. My mother, while unquestionably beautiful—was a snake.

Ruiz realized that I was saddened by his words so he let my hand go and put his arm around my shoulder. “So you like this movie?”

“It’s okay. Seems like it’s going to be full of violence.”

“Humph, no doubt.” He shrugged. “It’s about the emergence of crack in America; starting with the hood. Rich people use that pure cocaine shit. We get to use the bottom of the barrel leftovers.”

The way he’d said “we” made me curious. “You ever use crack?”

“No, not me, homes. Hell, I won’t lie. I’ve smoked my share of weed in my day and have no plans of giving it up, but I’m not trying to get strung out on crack. That shit’s for the birds.” He started caressing my arm. “Enough of all that. Why don’t you come here and give me a kiss?”

“A kiss?”

He grinned at me. “Yeah, a kiss. I know you’ve kissed before.”

“I’ve done a lot of things before,” I quickly replied, not wanting him to know that I was still hanging on to my virginity like it was worth all the gold on the face of the earth.

Ruiz smirked. “You don’t say. Tell me about some of the things you’ve done.”

“Why would you want to hear about what I’ve done with other boys?”

He took the popcorn out of my lap and sat it on the floor between my feet. “Actually, I’m more interested in you showing me. You’ve seen what boys have to offer. Now why don’t you come check out what a man has to offer?”

Damn, I was scared as shit suddenly!

“Come here and kiss me,” he beckoned. “Just one kiss and you can tell me whether you like it or not.”

If there were such a thing as being weak in the knees when you’re sitting down, then that’s what I was; weak in the damn knees. I still wasn’t budging so he leaned over and kissed me. At first, I was timid and held back the tongue. Then I asked myself, What the hell are you doing, Rayne? Isn’t this what you’ve always wanted?

I decided to let it go and—by the time Ruiz and I came back up for air—Wesley Snipes was shooting his best friend in the movie and it was practically over.

It was the most intense kissing I’d ever experienced. Ruiz was right; men had a lot more to offer than boys. That kissing led to him taking me over to one of his friends’ apartments and blowing my damn back out. I’d seen numerous dicks, without a doubt. Boys had whipped their dicks out in front of me, trying to encourage me to feel them up or suck them off; neither of which was happening. But with Ruiz, it had been different. He’d kissed me so longingly that it made me feel desired; desired by the one person I’d always wanted to crave me. It had been like a dream sequence, him undressing me slowly and then undressing himself so I could gaze upon his exquisite form. When he took my left breast in his mouth, licking my nipple with his lengthy, moist tongue, I shivered. Ruiz knew what he was doing so I didn’t mind spreading my legs for him when he whispered, “Open up for me.”

He figured out—when he was sticking his dick in my pussy—that I was indeed a virgin. It was like navigating a maze, him trying to get his seven inches up inside me. Once we managed to work it out, it was painful in the beginning. Then I closed my eyes and settled in for the ride. What a ride it was; my first time. He sucked every inch of me—twice—and I loved it.

After we were done, Ruiz drove me home, and it suddenly seemed like there was some tension in the air.

“Rayne, I don’t know what to say,” he said about a mile from my apartment.

I sat there, in the bucket seat of his car, trying to find words to express what I was feeling. “Ruiz, I want you to know that I’m glad it was you.”

“Glad it was me?”

“Yeah, I’m glad you’re the one who took my virginity. It was as it should be.”

He sighed and turned the heat on in his car. The early morning chill had kicked in outside. “Rayne, you’re my little sister’s best friend.”

“And?” I asked. “Now I’m Chance’s best friend and your girlfriend, right?”

Ruiz didn’t respond. He pulled up in front of our building, shifted into park, and glared at me under the streetlight.

I got his drift. “It’s okay. I get it. I was something to do tonight; nothing more, nothing less.”

He reached for my hand. “No, it’s not even like that. I love you.”

I bit my bottom lip. Had he really said that?

“You love me?” I asked. “Really?”

“Yeah, I love you, like a sister and—”

“Never mind.” I yanked my hand away, opened the car door and got out. “Thanks for the movie. Tell Chance I’ll call her later.”

Ruiz jumped out of the driver’s side. “Rayne, let’s talk about this. We need to discuss it.”

“There’s nothing to discuss. It happened.” My back was to him and it was going to stay that way because tears were streaming down my face. “Take care, Ruiz,” I said as I entered the front door of the building and ran up the steps.

I sat in the stairwell on the second landing, wiping my face with my baby doll shirt. I tripped twice trying to get up that far. Heels and I didn’t agree well. I was ashamed. How could I have been so stupid? Then again, if I had to lose my virginity, I did want it to be with Ruiz. I’d expected it to be different, though; not during but afterwards. I’d expected him to be my man, to cherish me forever. Now I knew it was not to be; nothing even close.

Momma had a fit when I entered our apartment. It was the first time she’d ever beat me into our place and she wasn’t a happy camper. I must’ve had “freshly fucked” written all over my face because she knew it from the second she looked at me.

“You’ve been fucking!” she exclaimed, grabbing my arm and pulling me close to her so she could smell me.

“Momma, what are you doing?” I pulled away and headed for my cramped room down the hall. “I was at the movies.”

“Rayne, it’s three o’clock in the fuckin’ morning. Ain’t no movie theater open this time of night.” I tried to shut my door in her face but she pressed hard against it. For a minute, I struggled with her but finally gave in so she could enter. “Who were you out with?”

“A friend,” I quickly replied.

“What friend?”

“A friend from school,” I lied.

Ruiz was in his third year of college and besides, Momma would’ve completely lost it if she knew I’d been out alone with him. She still was hung up on his father; at least it seemed that way. She never passed up an opportunity to trash him.

“Your ass better not be pregnant!” she screamed. “You better not be!”

“Momma, I’m not pregnant,” I assured her, glad that Ruiz had been prepared with condoms. If there hadn’t been any, I probably would’ve done it anyway. Having known him for so long and fantasizing daily about being with him, I could see how young girls could easily be trusting and give it up without protection.

I started undressing and that was a huge mistake. I didn’t realize that my panties were spotted with blood.

“Damn,” Momma said. “It really happened.”

I paused in the middle of my bedroom floor before pulling my cotton nightgown over my head and down over my hips. I really wanted to take a shower but there was no way I was walking past Momma to get to the hallway. I could smell the sex on me—a new scent for me but an all too familiar one for her. There was no way she’d miss it and surely had already caught a whiff. With my clothes off and my panties airing out freely under my gown, it was unmistakable.

“Oh, my panties,” I finally whispered. “I’m about to come on my period.”

I climbed in my bed and turned off the lamp on my nightstand, hoping she’d take the hint and go to her own room so she could pass out from her regular alcohol poisoning.

Then I heard her sobs.

I cut the light back on. “Momma, what’s wrong?”

She came over and sat down on the edge of my bed, patting my thigh under the comforter. “I really wanted something better for you, baby.”

“What? What are you talking about?”

“I’d hoped that things would be different for you.”

I was stunned. Somehow she knew that I’d lost my virginity that night; like she’d sensed it; like we were kindred spirits. I decided to come clean.

“Momma, I’ll be honest. I did have sex for the first time tonight but it’s okay. I don’t regret it.”

She ran her fingers through my hair. “Did he hurt you?”

“No, he didn’t, Momma. It was…”

“It was what, baby?”

“It was special; it really was.”

“Do you love him?” she asked.

“In a way.” I lowered my eyes from her. “At least, I thought I did.”

“So you gave it up for nothing,” she stated with disdain. Her demeanor suddenly turned cold as she got up from my bed and walked into the hallway. “Welcome to the world of whoredom!” she yelled as she slammed my bedroom door.

• • •

As I sat there in my dorm room that Thanksgiving Day, surfing the Internet for information on upcoming activities on campus, that statement Momma had made that day flooded throughout my mind over and over. “Welcome to the world of whoredom!”

Since the loss of my virginity, I’d been with numerous men; each time believing that the current selection would be “the one.” The one who’d love me; the one who’d cherish me; the one who’d stand in my corner. Each of them would enter my life, full of promises that quickly turned into lies and betrayal. I’d tried dating young men my age—the ones who appeared mature—but they were only after one thing; my sex. Once they got it, they moved on to their next victim. I’d tried dating slightly older men—the ones who wanted younger showpieces on their arms. They’d shower me with presents, take me to cultural events, and then expect me to give it up in return. I did most of the time. After all, they were at least spending some money on me; unlike the struggling college students who attempted to get some play.

I’d most recently been dating a man named Solomon. He was twenty-eight, nine years my senior, and a paralegal for a local law firm. We’d made it through three months of romance and sex and I wondered how much longer it would last. There was no question that it would end. We weren’t even halfway compatible. It was a shame. That night with Ruiz, I was simply something for him to do. Now Solomon was simply something for me to do; a way to kill some time until Mr. Right finally came along.

Solomon had gone to Texas to visit his grandparents for Thanksgiving; a family tradition of his. His parents and siblings were joining him there. Never once did he extend an invitation to me; even when he knew I would be on campus alone. That let me know that I wasn’t special.

I went to a diner called the Jukebox for dinner. I ordered the blue plate special; obviously turkey, dressing, rice, and string beans because it was Thanksgiving. All the other booths were either occupied by families who’d burnt dinner or didn’t feel like cooking in the first place, or individuals who had somehow ended up alone for the holiday—whether by their own volition or someone else’s.

I spotted a young African-American male in a booth on the other side of the diner. I’d seen him before, on campus. He had a different major so we’d never had a reason to speak. He started eyeing me and I didn’t break my stare. Why not flirt a little? Solomon wasn’t thinking about my ass. He was down in Texas eating high on the hog—a real Thanksgiving dinner—and I was eating a blue plate special.

He was finishing up his meal and I saw his waitress give him a check. He got up, dropped a twenty on the table and walked toward me. Yes, he was definitely fine. About five-nine, chestnut skin, long, thick eyelashes over dark brown eyes, built nicely and bowlegged.

He stood over me while I took a sip of my sweetened iced tea. “There’s something I’ve been wanting to say to you for a while now.”

I glanced up at him. “Is that so?”

“Yes.”

I pointed to the opposite side of the booth. “Then why not sit down and say it.”

He sat and said, “You have the most beautiful gray eyes.”

“Well, they say eyes are the portals to the soul,” I replied.

“Then you must have a very special soul because you definitely have very special eyes.”

I blushed. “I’m flattered. What’s your name?”

“Bryant. Bryant Perrywood.”

“I’m Rayne Waters,” I told him.

“Oh, I know who you are, Rayne,” he said, full of implications.

“Humph, and how do you know that?”

“Because I’ve been watching you.”

I blushed harder. “Why have you been watching me?”

He shrugged. “We go to the same school, you’re attractive, why not watch you?”

“There’re a lot of women on campus; many of them attractive.”

“Yeah,” Bryant agreed. “But none of them turn me on the way you do.”

“Oh, so I turn you on?”

He chuckled. “Oh yeah, you definitely turn me on. We work out at the same gym. Did you know that?”

“No, I didn’t. I’ve seen you on campus, but not at the gym. I take a spinning class three times a week.”

“Oh, trust me, I know.” He grinned and his smile was great. “I love watching you spin.”

Spinning was becoming popular back then and it was one hell of a workout. I was still struggling to get the weight off I’d gained from all the fast food in high school. The fat was falling off but I was still larger than I expected. Just meant to be, I supposed. When I was in class, I was in my own little world but I was still shocked I’d never seen Bryant there.

“You don’t take the class with me?” I asked. “Surely, I would’ve noticed you.”

“No, I usually live in the weight room, but I saw you there once, liked the vision, and have been checking you out ever since.”

My mind flashed to Solomon for about five seconds and then I decided “fuck him!” He’d deserted me like I was a piece of trash.

“So, Bryant,” I said, eyeing him seductively, “care to check out the rest of me back in my dorm room?”

“Better yet, why don’t we go back to my apartment? I’ve got a brass waterbed.” He said that mockingly, imitating Morris Day’s line from Purple Rain, my all-time favorite movie. His as well.

As it turned out, Bryant and I had a lot in common. For the first time, I felt like I’d possibly found the one. My days of “whoredom” were over; at least temporarily. Bryant and I dated for the next two years. The sex was off the chain. He taught me a lot of things about sex and I’d imagine that I reciprocated his efforts. We had sex at least three times a week—mostly on his waterbed—and he had a crooked dick that hit my g-spot just right. Then we broke up over something stupid; something I can’t even recall now. That’s the funny thing about life. You go through so many ups and downs and years later, the actions seem so inconsequential. The one thing, the one memory that remained significant to me was the way Ruiz had taken my virginity and then simply acted like it had never happened. Good riddens to both him and his wife!
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