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One


As the second child in a family of six, I’m used to sharing things, but my man? I don’t think so. Some women might say, “Just look the other way and reap the financial benefits—or better yet, get a little plaything of your own.” But I just can’t seem to get down with that program. We’re well into the 21st century and AIDS is far too prevalent. I’m not about to let all the shit I’ve worked for during the past thirty-two years of my life get snuffed out just because I decided to receive the wrong penis. As they say, “I’m not going out like that!”


So as I look around the bedroom at all the crap he has, I ask myself, “Should I do like Angela Bassett in Waiting to Exhale and torch all his shit? Or should I be the nice Catholic girl my mamma raised me to be and neatly pack his bags?”


As acid boiled through my veins, I looked around the room and simply could not decide.


Michael and I lived in a townhouse we purchased two years before I caught his ass screwing around on me with some little hoochie chicken. We’d been dating off and on for almost four years and despite outside pressures, neither of us was really ready to get married. We were both still working on securing our careers. He’d just opened his own dental practice and I’d recently secured a vice presidency at an extremely successful advertising agency. Needless to say, neither of us was hurting for money.


To be honest, our relationship hadn’t been all that great for a while—at least seven or eight months. I continued to stay because I’d already invested a great deal of time into it and I didn’t feel like starting all over. Since I was already used to Michael’s games and bullshit, I wasn’t in a hurry to find, train, and get used to someone else. Plus, being the crazed security freak that I am, I knew I’d always be financially secure with Michael. At 33, he was at the beginning of an extremely promising dental career. I was financially secure myself but subconsciously, or maybe not so subconsciously, I needed a successful and financially stable man in my life—even if he did treat me like shit at times.


On several occasions, I really did want to leave Michael. There were times when he could be incredibly demanding and insensitive, almost to the point of emotional and verbal abuse. But I was strong and could handle that. I knew who and what I was, so his words just rolled off my spine like drops of water. I didn’t get to where I was by being sensitive and weak. As long as he never laid a hand on me, I could pretty much deal with anything he had to dish out. Except for cheating, that is. I would not and could not tolerate cheating for one second. We’re talking about my health now and I had to be healthy to make the kind of money I was used to making.


Still, I couldn’t believe my eyes when I strolled in a day early from a business trip. I remember being so happy and really wanting to share a major deal I had just secured with Nabisco to do its TV and radio advertisements for the next two years. My series of meetings ended on Friday instead of Monday so I decided to catch an early morning flight home from Pittsburgh and surprise my man. I planned to take him out for a fabulous brunch at our favorite restaurant to celebrate my win.


Well, actually, I’m not telling the whole truth. I did want to surprise Michael. However, to be honest, I was a little suspicious. I’d been getting a lot of hang up calls at the house, which had raised my antennas a bit. Even though I had some idea that he was being a dog, I was still shocked when I walked into my kitchen to find “Little Miss Thang” cooking my so-called man breakfast with my powder-puff blue terrycloth Calvin Klein bathrobe wrapped around her scandalous body. I knew Michael could be bold and brazen, but I never dreamed that he’d actually have the audacity to bring another woman into my house. Go over to hers or take her to a hotel? Yes. Bring her to mine? Hell, no!


When I stumbled upon his nasty little secret, I knew right then and there that he’d have to pay dearly for his actions. And to top it off, the girl couldn’t have been more than nineteen or twenty.


Not that it would’ve made a difference if she’d been my age, but I had shoes older than her.


Seeing her through the double-glass doors made my heart sink into my Gucci pumps. After I went into a silent cardiac arrest, I tried to walk quietly into the kitchen to catch her off guard. It only took a moment for her to realize I was there. She was petrified when she noticed me; damn near knocking over whatever the hell it was she was cooking. It smelled like bacon—a food Michael never wanted to touch my lips. We didn’t even have a pack of bacon in the house when I’d left four days ago. She’d obviously brought it with her.


It was certainly a funny sight—swine cooking swine. She had to know a woman lived there because it was obvious. The townhouse had FEMALE OCCUPANT written all over it. Hell, all she needed to do was peek into my mirrored walk-in closet. Evidently, she had since her grubby little ass was in one of my favorite robes. I have no respect for a woman that would knowingly screw somebody else’s man. She’d have to be dealt with.


I didn’t even say a word. My eyes apparently said it all because she ran right out of the house, barefoot and all—in my robe. Personally, I didn’t know where she thought she was going so I didn’t bother to chase her. I knew she’d be back since there was absolutely nowhere for her to run and certainly no place for her to hide. We lived in the middle of No Man’s Land and the only car in my driveway was Mike’s BMW.


I walked through the living room toward the bedroom. My heart was pounding so hard, I thought my entire chest was about to explode. The bedroom door was cracked and I could see his trifling ass lying there fast asleep. Aw, how sweet! She was making him breakfast in bed.


I contemplated shooting him but I didn’t have a gun. Stabbing him or throwing boiling water on his ass were also options, but he wasn’t even worth it. I couldn’t make any money from a jail cell. I decided to go inside and punch him so hard my fist would go right through his eye and end up on the pillow beneath his head. And that’s exactly what I did.


Completely stunned and bewildered, Mike immediately jumped up from the bed screaming. The only thing I could do was scream back, cursing him all the way and calling him every profane name I could think of.


“Baby, baby, wait! Let me explain!” he yelled, trying to shield his naked body from my forceful blows. His shrunken dick and balls were swinging in the air like the Confederate flag flying over a redneck’s doorstep. Oh, how I wanted to do a Lorena Bobbitt on his triflin’ ass!


“I want you out of here! And you’d better go find your little bitch before I do!” I hollered at the top of my lungs.


Seeing that he could do nothing to calm me down, he grabbed his jogging suit from the chaise beside the bay window and clumsily attempted to dress himself, all the while ducking and dodging everything I was throwing at him.


After he was dressed, he headed for the door, the driveway and ultimately, his car. I hysterically ran outside behind him, still throwing all of his suits, shoes and belongings at him. I don’t even remember what I was saying. I was just so enraged. Despite my frantic state, my aim was pretty good—if I do say so myself. A couple of his shoes connected right to the back of his neck. I felt like a pitcher for the Yankees.


“We’ll talk when you calm down! You’re making a complete spectacle of yourself!” he hollered from the car. At that moment, I saw his little whore run out from nowhere (still in my robe) and hop into the passenger side of the vehicle. I started to run after her and rip her ass to shreds, but decided against it when I saw all the neighbors out on their lawns observing our fiasco. Probably just as embarrassed as I was, Michael sped down the road at what must have been one hundred miles an hour.


So that’s how it happened.


It really didn’t surprise me. Michael wasn’t any good and I pretty much knew that. But I just thought he was an arrogant, conceited and pompous jerk. I didn’t really think he was a lying cheat. Once the smoke had cleared, I wondered how long it had been going on. I wondered if she’d been in my bed before. But I guess it really didn’t matter. He and I were definitely over now. She could have him.


My very best friend, Trish, was happy—not for my pain, but for my final exit from the relationship. “Now are you finally going to leave him?” was all she asked.


The funny thing was that after that entire ordeal, once I got inside the house, I noticed that I hadn’t even shed a tear. I actually felt as though the Empire State Building had been lifted off my back. I guess all I really needed was a solid excuse.


After such commotion, the house was empty and eerily quiet. I walked into the kitchen to the stench of burning pork and quickly dumped the frying pan into the sink. After I calmed myself a bit, I sat my aggravated bones down at the breakfast bar and dialed M-A-T-T-R-E-S. I requested that a new mattress be delivered immediately. I surely wasn’t about to lie down in the same place where he’d fucked his whore. And first thing Monday morning, I planned to call my doctor to get an HIV test. If it came back anything other than negative, I’d certainly die in jail—my punishment for being a murderer.


To be honest, I was really OK with the entire Michael thing. I actually handled it a whole lot better than I would’ve thought. The only things I was concerned about were the test results and whether or not Michael would let me buy out his half of the townhouse. The nails on our relationship’s coffin had been tightly hammered shut, but I certainly wasn’t going to be the one to leave my home. I’d found the house and I was the one who’d decorated it. I definitely didn’t want some judge forcing us to sell it and split the profits. I couldn’t imagine living anywhere else. It was my home.


For the first time ever, I suddenly realized that I regretted not marrying him. Without a marriage certificate, I knew I’d have to buy Michael out if I wanted to keep the house. If I’d married him, I would’ve been able to cite adultery and not only get sole possession of the townhouse but probably also take him to the cleaners for years to come. Hell, I would’ve owned half of a dental practice without spending one day in dental school. Somewhere in the back of my mind, I knew there would come a time when I’d regret not getting that piece of paper. I could hear my mamma’s voice in the back of my head saying, “I told you so!” But at least I wasn’t stupid enough to have any kids by him. “No children out of wedlock” was a rule I never intended to break.


The good thing was that I could afford to buy him out—if he’d sell his half to me. I’d kill him if he didn’t. I definitely feared that he’d want to make up and continue living as we were. Or worse, he’d want to buy me out. I’d never sell to him in a million years. I’d kill him first.


I’ve never had good taste in men. The episode with Michael definitely confirmed that. They say you’re either lucky in love or you’re lucky in business. My successful career definitely demonstrated excellence in the latter. As far as love was concerned, I was O for O and I wasn’t getting any younger. At 32, I hadn’t found one decent black man that I could actually picture myself growing old with. I didn’t want to cross the color line, but some days I wondered if I’d have to. Enough bombs will eventually send a girl looking elsewhere.


Now Trish, on the other hand, is so lucky in love that I think she carries a solid gold cupid in her Prada purse. But she can’t keep a job to save her life. She barely even finished college. It took her over six years to get through a four-year institution and she took no breaks. Schoolwork and a career are the last things on her mind. A couple of years ago, she claimed she was going to change her ways, buckle down and get serious. Her husband gave her a heap of money to start her own catering business. She really is an exquisite cook, but she doesn’t have an ounce of business skill or professionalism.


Needless to say, it failed miserably. She couldn’t meet deadlines or appointments and the rich Jewish ladies who hired her services irked her last nerve. She swears eventually she’s going to try it again. But it really doesn’t matter because a career means absolutely nothing to her. And why should it? Her husband’s a professional baseball player and they have money piled on top of money. Shit, their money has money.


Trish and I have been best friends our whole lives and she always got the best guys. You know, the rich, smart, handsome ones. Not to mention the fact that she was always the one to break up with them. I mean, this is a woman who doesn’t even know how it feels to be dumped or cheated on. And they always come back to her begging. She claims they bore her after a while and she needs what she calls “fresh meat.” But I say her Creole mamma put some kind of mojo in her sweat glands that attracts good men. Whatever it is, the girl’s definitely got it.


I was actually pretty surprised when she told me she was going to marry Rodney. To be honest, Trish can be so flaky when it comes to men that I didn’t think it was going to last. But it’s been going strong for five years now and they have two beautiful children—twins—a boy and a girl. Now could you ask for a more perfect life? As much as I love my career, something inside me really envies Trish. But, hey, I guess I’m not doing so bad . . .


*  *  *


“Girl, you’ve got to let me introduce you to some of Rodney’s friends,” Trish told me over the telephone as I tossed some leftover Chinese food in the microwave.


It had been fast food and take-out for the past four evenings. My firm was working on closing another big deal and it had been late nights at the office all week. However, I did promise myself that I’d visit my mamma over the weekend and get a home-cooked meal for the first time in ages.


“I don’t know, Trish,” I replied, setting the timer on three minutes. “I’m not really into professional athletes. You know me. Even in high school I wasn’t into the jocks. I prefer doctors, lawyers, congressmen even. Men that stimulate my mind, no offense to Rodney.”


“Oh, I’m not offended. I know Rodney’s no brain surgeon. But that’s the very reason why your ass is alone. You keep going for the same types. Anybody that spends that damn much time in school—how long are they in school? Like eight or nine years, huh?”


“It depends,” I replied, knowing she was about to start up with her freakazoid sense of logic.


“Well, whatever. It’s a lot of damn years in school, studying and studying, minimal partying, minimal sex. Girls probably weren’t into them ‘cause they were bookworms and nerds. By the time they graduate from med school, grad school or whatever post-secondary education and start to finally practice, they’ve got all this suppressed sexual and social frustration pinned up inside of them and they go fuckin’ crazy!”


“You’re the one who’s fuckin’ crazy!” I laughed.


“Really, Nyagra. The athletes have always had the females. They’ve always partied. You’ve been to the parties they throw after the games, so you know they’re used to it. Sure, they may not be able to hold a conversation for a long period of time, but so what? Their bodies are fabulous and they’re usually so good in bed that after you have sex, you don’t need to talk; you’re too damn exhausted. Take it from me, Girl. You can’t trust a man over thirty who’s just now getting his first piece of real ass.”


“You’re sick,” I said, shaking my head and shoving a fork full of lo mein into my mouth.


“And believe it or not, they’re not all dumb. Most of them have college degrees and business ventures they’ve invested in outside of their sport, you know,” she explained like a knowledgeable professor who’d studied the topic for many years.


In the background, I heard one of the babies crying.


“Is that Darnell or Danielle?” I asked.


“It’s Danielle. She’s been driving me crazy all day. She’s coming down with a cold and she’s been really cranky.”


“Well, let me let you tend to her. I need to go over my final proposal for tomorrow anyway.”


“You guys still working on getting that deal?”


“Yeah, and they’re trying to play hardball with us on a couple of issues. I think we’re going to get a commitment though—hopefully tomorrow.”


“That’s great. Listen, think about what I said. I know this guy who plays for the Knicks and he’s really nice. He’s also looking for a wife. Don’t knock it ‘til you try it, OK? You don’t want to spend Christmas by yourself, do you?”


“I’m going to my mamma’s for Christmas. Plus, a basketball player, Trish? I’m only five-three! And besides, how do you know he’s looking for a wife?”


“First of all, everybody’s the same height when you’re lying down, and secondly, come on . . . Who are you talking to? You know I know things like who’s married, who’s divorced, who cheats. Just trust me.”


“You’re crazy! And besides who says I’m looking to be somebody’s wife?”


“After what happened with that asshole, Michael, you’d think you’d learn. Ny, you’re too easy on men. You need to make a man bust his ass for you—and I don’t mean sexually. Sex is one thing; your heart and cooperation is another. Then once he gets you—emotionally, that is—he works harder at keeping you. You make shit too easy for them. Demand that that son of a bitch sell you his half of that house! It’s yours! You found it! You decorated it! Every piece of artwork and sculpture in that place you found, bought, and mounted! It’s your goddamn house, Ny! Stop being Mr. or should I say Ms. Nice Guy or Girl or whatever! You know what the hell I mean! Men love a difficult woman! Trust me!”


“I’ll talk to you tomorrow, Trish,” I replied, not in the mood for her antics.


“By the way, speaking of that fool, what’s going on? Is he going to sell his half of the townhouse or what? Have you heard any more from him? What’s going on? That could be his Christmas gift to you. Tell him that. What’s happening? Since you’ve been trying to get this account, you barely talk about anything but work.”


“Wasn’t Danielle crying? Don’t you have to go?” I questioned, not wanting to get into the drama about Michael.


“OK, OK. When you’re ready to talk, you know where I am.” She laughed, taking the hint. “I’ll call you tomorrow.”


I hung up the phone and walked into the bedroom. It looked pretty empty without Michael’s stuff everywhere. He wasn’t the neatest guy in the world and I was kind of used to his things being around. Without his stuff there to take up space, the room looked larger than usual—airy and a little lonely. In fact, I missed his stuff more than I missed him. He’d come to pick up the rest of his things last week, including everything I’d cut up and put cigarette holes in. I don’t even smoke, but I bought three packs of Newports just to burn his shit.


I wasn’t there when he came. I wanted it that way. I didn’t want to hear any explanations or be exposed to any additional drama as the final hour arose. I wanted him out of my house and out of my life. During the one conversation we did have nearly two weeks after the incident, he attempted to proclaim his undying love for me, telling me the girl meant nothing and that they hadn’t even had sex.


“She’s an intern and I was helping her study for the boards. It got late and I let her sleep in the guest room,” he lied.


Yeah, right. I must’ve looked like Bozo the Clown to him. But I said nothing about it. I didn’t kick. I didn’t scream. Most importantly, I didn’t cry. I hate to cry, which is why I never do. Crying is for babies who don’t wear makeup. Women who cry just end up looking like weak little girls who lost control. And it never solves anything. I can handle anything without shedding a tear. I’m not about to risk ruining my Chanel mascara and looking like a wimpy raccoon just to let some emotional drops of water stream down my cheeks. Nope, not me.


In our conversation, all I wanted to know was if he would sell me his half of the townhouse. There was no drama. I was in complete control of the situation. The truth of the matter was that I simply didn’t love him. I realized that the very moment I saw that chick in my kitchen. I knew deep down Michael and I weren’t going anywhere. I’d known it for ages. As I think about it now, I’m not sure if I’d ever really loved him. In fact, I don’t even think I liked him. I think he just represented security to me. Well, financial, at least. But after witnessing his deceit, fortunately, I realized that I had my own financial security and I wasn’t going to compromise myself just to have a man by my side.


Even though the HIV test came back negative, I knew I could never trust him again and I wasn’t going to live in paranoia. Who cared if I spent Christmas without a man on my arm? Thanksgiving hadn’t been so bad. I’d gone over to Trish’s and it was actually really nice. She and her housekeeper cooked a magnificent dinner. Her family is great to be around, unlike mine, who I can only take in moderation. I adore my mamma, but when all of my brothers and sisters come together under one roof for any occasion, it usually turns into a fiasco. Mamma told me that everyone was coming to her house for the holidays this year. I opted to pass on Thanksgiving and join them for Christmas. I certainly couldn’t take their company two holidays in a row. Needless to say, Mamma wasn’t too happy with my decision but I knew in my heart that I was doing the right thing for me. With the exception of my older sister, Juanita, I didn’t even really communicate with my siblings. And I only kept in touch with her because she called me damn near every day.


Anyway, as time passed, Michael constantly refused to talk to me about the house, which really pissed me off. Damn, that was the least he could do! He knew that it hadn’t been all that great for a while. I guess that’s why he’d gone out and gotten a toy. I knew he’d never end up with her—as a couple, I mean. Yeah, he’d probably sex her as often as he could, but knowing Michael that would be it. He’d never take her around his colleagues or his family. I knew that for a fact. He had an image and I didn’t think she quite fit into it. But that wasn’t my problem or my concern.


After all the drama and hoopla, I must admit that I was a little scared to get back into the dating scene. Even though Michael had been a true shithead, I had remained faithful to him. So I knew I needed to brush up on my skills. I wondered if I still had it. Yeah, yeah, I still got some attention from men on the street whenever I walked around in Manhattan on my lunch hour or going to and from the garage. But I never really took that seriously. Those messengers try to talk to everything in a skirt. However, I hadn’t been on a real date since Michael and I moved in together two years ago. Lucky for me, work was taking up most of my time anyway. I probably wouldn’t have a spare moment for a date for quite a while. What a relief!


*  *  *


“Nyagra?” Judy, my assistant, buzzed my office.


“Yes, Judy?”


“Victor Reece and Marcia Keller are here from StarzSports Apparel for your nine o’clock meeting.”


“Is the small conference room ready for the continental breakfast?”


“Yes, I set it up about fifteen minutes ago.”


“OK, take them in there. Let everyone who’s supposed to attend know that they’ve arrived.”


“Nyagra?”


“Yeah?”


“Wait until you see Mr. Reece.”


“What? What’s the matter with him?” I asked, a little concerned by her tone of voice.


She laughed. “What’s the matter with him? Not a thing!”


I heard the other assistants giggling, but I didn’t have a clue what they found so humorous.


I looked at myself in the cherrywood-framed wall mirror. I hadn’t slept too well the night before and hoped I looked all right. I’d gotten up extra early to do some last-minute preparation for the meeting. I’m really not a morning person and wanted to meet later in the day, but the people from StarzSports insisted on 9 A.M. I think they were trying to test us. I’d been told by my superiors that the two StarzSports representatives were their toughest marketing reps, but they didn’t know what or whom they were up against.


I was used to clients trying to get more for less. But I truly believed that our company offered the best expertise in the entire advertisement industry. We possessed some of the most talented slogan creators in the country. Several of our clients’ profits had doubled—even tripled—after hiring us. They made their money back and then some. I sure hoped Mr. Reece wasn’t some old-fashioned, bald-headed guy who couldn’t understand my contemporary style of advertising. Our presentation was definitely geared toward a youthfully-minded audience.


As I marched down the long corridor in my Yves St. Laurent tweed suit, I adjusted my ribbed stockings. Mr. Reece and Ms. Keller were in the west side conference room sitting behind the silverfish-black table. Also present were my top slogan creator, Carol Phillips; a director we’d hired, Miles Lupone, and three other associates. As I approached, they both rose to greet me. I was surprised to see that Mr. Reece was a very handsome black man, seemingly in his early forties. He stood well over six feet tall with a reddish-brown complexion, low-cut hair and a beard with a hint of gray. He obviously worked out regularly because a muscular build was evident even beneath his Armani suit. In a word, he was fine! I guess that was what Judy was talking about.


He extended his well-manicured hand to me and I eagerly shook it. “Nyagra Ensley?” he asked, with a voice as eloquent as his appearance.


“Indeed. You must be Victor Reece.”


“Yes, and this is my associate, Marcia Keller.”


So caught up in his amazing presence, I almost didn’t see the homely little blonde-haired woman standing beside him.


“Nice to meet you,” I said to her.


“Likewise,” she said.


I looked around the room at my staff.


“I assume you’ve met everyone?”


“Absolutely,” he replied.


I glanced toward the table of refreshments. “Have you helped yourselves to some coffee, a Danish, a bagel or something?”


“No, no thank you. Our flight arrived early so Marcia and I stopped for breakfast on the way from the airport.”


“How was your flight in from Atlanta?”


“The flight was fine. We landed early so that’s always a pleasure. I’m not too keen on flying.”


“Oh, I don’t think anyone is these days. I was just in Atlanta not too long ago. It’s a beautiful city.”


He flashed a set of perfect teeth. “We love it.”


I smiled as I sat in my chair at the head of the table. “Maybe in a little while you’ll help yourself to some refreshments. Let us begin.”


As Carol prepared the overhead slides for viewing, I explained the ad campaign my staff had devised, as well as the reasons why I believed our company could definitely take StarzSports Apparel to its next level. Not surprisingly, after two-and-a-half hours of convincing, Mr. Reece and Ms. Keller seemed pleased with our presentation.


“I definitely think we have a deal,” Mr. Reece stated. “I’m impressed and I believe that Newman & Stein Enterprises has what it takes to take StarzSports to its highest level.”


“Wonderful! The next step would be for us to draw up a proposal listing all the particulars. Basically everything we’ve discussed here this morning,” I informed him.


“Sounds good,” he stated, rising from the table.


“Thank you so very much, Mr. Reece. It was definitely a pleasure.”


I confirmed the deal with my firmest corporate handshake. A fifteen-page detailed booklet on the capabilities of Newman & Stein Enterprises was handed to him and once he’d neatly tucked it away in his alligator briefcase, he grinned.


“Please call me Victor.”


“OK, Victor.” Our eyes met for a split second, but once I realized it, I immediately released his hand and turned to Ms. Keller. “It was a pleasure meeting you both and we hope to hear from you soon.”


Everyone shook hands and began to disperse. It was close to noon and all that pitching had worked up quite an appetite.


“Let me show you to the elevator,” I offered as I walked them down the corridor. After a brief moment of silence, I asked, “How long are you going to be in town?”


“I’m catching a three o’clock flight back to Atlanta this afternoon,” Ms. Keller said.


“Oh, that’s too bad. New York is such a great place to visit; especially at this time of year with Christmas a little less than three weeks away.”


“I know, but I have two little ones at home.”


“Oh, I definitely understand!”


Turning to me, Victor jumped in. “I’m staying until Sunday. My sister lives on Long Island. I decided to take a couple of days off and visit with her and her family.”


“Oh, that’s great! So, you know New York?”


“Quite well. I grew up in Queens.”


“Wow, I had no idea! Well, you have a wonderful stay,” I said as the elevator door opened.


We all shook hands once again. As we bid our final farewells, they entered the elevator and I headed back to my office. I felt great. As usual my mission had been accomplished. Another deal (and another bonus) made!


*  *  *


Against my better judgment, I decided to meet Trish and Rodney for dinner at Benihana, a very trendy New York Japanese Hibachi steak-house. Somewhere in the back of my mind, I knew they were going to invite the guy Trish had been telling me about, but I went anyway. If he did come, it wouldn’t be that bad because we wouldn’t be alone. If he didn’t, it still would be all right because I was tired of eating fast food and take out every night. Now that the StarzSports deal was secured, I figured I could try to live a little again.


I met them at the restaurant straight from the office about six o’clock. When I arrived, they weren’t there yet, so I decided to have a Pina Colada at the bar while I waited. I hate sitting at bars alone. I think it makes a woman look too desperate. But there was nothing else for me to do. And for the first time in ages, I really needed a drink to relax. The week had been such a long one. With the final preparation of the StarzSports presentation, I’d been at the office every night until after ten. I was so glad that it was Thursday—only one more day before I’d see a couple of days off. I was definitely going to visit my mamma this weekend. I’d been trying to get there for the past month, but it seemed as though I never made it. Well, this weekend I wasn’t going to let anything stop me. A team of wild horses couldn’t keep me from heading to the peace and serenity of my mamma’s house. I was determined to finally get some rest and relaxation.


“You here alone?” I heard someone ask. I was so deep into my thoughts, I didn’t even realize the guy was speaking to me. “My sistah?”


I turned my head to see a very large man sitting at the bar beside me in leather pants, cowboy boots and a leather jacket with no shirt under it. He looked utterly ridiculous. Not only was it the first week in December with freezing temperatures, but he looked like a straight-up pimp. The hair on his chunky chest looked like small balls of rolled-up, jet-black lint. He had a mouth full of gold teeth and a gold medallion the size of my fist around his neck. That’s another reason why I hate sitting at bars alone. You attract all kinds of shit. I really didn’t want to be seen talking to him.


I glared at him. “Excuse me?”


“I asked you if you’re here alone.”


I looked around, hoping to see Trish and Rodney walk through the door. No such luck.


“No, um, no. I’m actually waiting for some friends.”


“But you’re here alone for now, huh?”


“Technically, I guess I am,” I snapped as I repeatedly stared at the door as if the energy from my eyeballs would quicken their arrival.


“Ivan. Ivan King,” he said, extending his hand that had a huge diamond pinkie ring on it. His nails were longer than mine, which really grossed me out. I looked down at his bony fingers and opted against shaking his hand, although I did give him a half-smile.


He retracted his paw and rubbed his chest. “So, what’s your name, lovely lady? You know mine.”


“Nyagra,” I reluctantly answered.


“Oh, like in the water up by Canada? Niagara Falls?” he asked loudly, embarrassing the hell out of me.


I halfway chuckled. “Yeah.”


“Get outta town!! Well, I’ll tell ya, if you meeting your man, Ms. Niagara Falls, you should kick his ass to the curb, ‘cause he shouldn’t have your fine ass out here waitin’ on him like this. If you was my woman wit’ a beautiful name and face like ‘dat, I’da picked you up from yo’ front door. Didn’t yo’ mamma ever tell you never to wait on no man? That’s what I tell my own daughters. I got four ov’ ‘em, ya know—an’ one dey say is mine but I ain’t too sure—but dat’s anotha story. But all ov ‘em—even da one in question—is jus as pretty as you is! They mammas ain’t, but they is. Guess dey got dey daddy’s genes!” He laughed, took a sip of whatever it was he was drinking and continued, “I’m in the music business, ya know, so that keeps me kinda busy, but I’d make time for a woman like you. Definitely . . . Shooooot, fine as you is. Know what I’m sayin’?”


I gave him the same phony half-smile I’d given him earlier, but said nothing. I’d actually stopped listening to him but, in the back of my mind, I heard him talking about how Black queens shouldn’t let men dog them and this and that. He was so loud that everybody in the place was staring at us. I wanted to disappear into the red leather barstool.


When I finally saw Trish and Rodney walk through the door, I was so relieved!


I got up from the bar and left Romey Rome sitting alone. “Excuse me, my friends are here.”


“OK, OK, Miss Niagara Falls! You enjoy your dinner, ya hear? Maybe we’ll meet again. If it’s fate, we will, Girl!” he called from behind me. I never even turned around.


“Who’s that?” Trish asked, laughing.


“I don’t know! What took you guys so long? You know how I hate to sit at bars alone!” I snapped as I hugged Rodney.


“Sorry. Danielle cried every time I walked toward the door, so I had to put her to sleep before we left.”


As the maitre d’ led us to our seats, I realized that Trish and Rodney were alone. Trish wasn’t trying to make a “love connection” for me. I was glad I was wrong. We ordered our drinks, and I began to tell them about the day’s events when all of a sudden, Trish called out, “Shawn! Over here!”


I turned to the door to see an exceptionally tall man walking toward our table. I knew I couldn’t give Trish the benefit of the doubt! As he approached us, both Rodney and Trish stood up to greet him. He gave Trish a kiss on the cheek and Rodney a manly hug.


“Shawn, what a pleasant surprise!” Trish’s phony ass grinned from ear to ear. “Shawn Franklin, this is my very best girlfriend I told you so much about, Nyagra Ensley.”


We shook hands as he sat beside me. “Nyagra. What a beautiful name.”


“Thank you.”


He wasn’t very handsome, but he was well-dressed. His Hugo Boss sports jacket flowed with ease as he strutted to our table. Despite his expensive attire, he was actually kind of awkward-looking. I guess most people that tall usually are. He had to be at least seven feet tall and everybody in the restaurant was looking at him. I didn’t know who he was, I mean professionally, that is. He certainly wasn’t one of the Knicks’ superstars. I only followed the big names in sports, if I had time to follow them at all. Since I didn’t recognize him, I figured he had to be one of the bench warmers. “Even the bench warmers make over three hundred a year, ya know,” I could hear Trish’s voice say in the back of my head.


As soon as this Shawn character fixated himself at our table, Trish suddenly transformed herself into my publicist. “Nyagra’s the vice president of Newman & Stein Enterprises, an advertising firm that has a lot of high-profile clients such as Nabisco, Pizza Hut, and StarzSports to name only a few.”


“Wow, Nyagra. That’s pretty impressive,” Shawn said.


I really wasn’t in the mood for this. I wanted to talk about Victor Reece, but under the circumstances, I guess that would’ve been inappropriate. I tried to make the best of it and see where Shawn’s head was since there was no getting out of it anyway.


“Trish tells me that you play for the Knicks?” I asked. “Aren’t they playing tonight?”


“No, we’re playing tomorrow. Would you guys like to come to the game? We’re playing Chicago.”


“We’d love to!!” Trish quickly answered. I felt like tossing her up on the grill beside my shrimp.


“Well, shouldn’t you be practicing or something? I understand the Knicks haven’t been doing that great this season,” I said, testing him.


“Actually, I’m coming from practice now. I do have to be in by eleven, though.”


He seemed like a gentleman. That was good, I guess.


I gave Trish the eye. “Thanks for the offer, but I promised my mamma I’d visit for the weekend. I’ll be out of town until Sunday. Maybe next time.”


Shawn grinned. “Absolutely.”


Dinner went smoothly. The teriyaki shrimp and vegetables were absolutely delicious, much tastier than the food I’d been eating all week. After our initial conversation, I pretty much sat quietly as I listened to Rodney and Shawn talk about sports and Trish talk about the twins. I was barely listening to any of their conversations. Victor Reece occupied most of my thoughts.


At a quarter to nine, I excused myself to the ladies’ room, hoping Trish would stay at the table. I knew if she cornered me alone, she’d ask me why I was being antisocial. No such luck.


“I’ll join you,” Trish said as she headed behind me. No sooner had we exited the dining room than she started in. “Ny, what’s the matter with you?”


“I’m just not in the mood tonight. You know how hard I’ve been working on this StarzSports account. I just wanted to chill out with you guys. I’m not in the mood to be on my best behavior to charm a man.”


“OK, but I think he’s really into you. Why don’t you just give him a chance?”


“I am. What do you want me to do? Sit on his lap?”


“That would be nice . . . ” She laughed.


“Come on, Trish. I wanted to tell you about this guy I met today.”


“Really! Where? Not another one of those Wall Street losers you meet on your lunch break? He’s not a messenger, is he?”


“No, he works for StarzSports,” I said as I entered the stall.


“What? Get out of here! So you got the account? Did he ask you out?”


“Yeah, I think we got the account. I mean we shook on it. But no, he didn’t exactly ask me out. Well, not at all, actually. I don’t even know anything about him. All I know is that his name is Victor Reece, he’s the president of marketing at StarzSports Apparel and he’s absolutely gorgeous.”


“Is he black?”


“Yes. I haven’t had to cross the line yet,” I informed her.


“Well, I don’t know. One of the last times we spoke, you said you were thinking about it so that’s why I asked. He sounds like your type. What’s the next step? Are you going to ask him out?”


I came out the stall to wash my hands. “Hell, no! You know that’s not my style!”


“Nyagra, you’re thirty-two and single with no prospects. I’d say your style hasn’t exactly been working for you. You obviously need to get a new style, Girlfriend.”


“Gee, thanks, Trish,” I stated sarcastically.


“Well, still be nice to Shawn. You never know. You can never have too many prospects. Shit, you might spark a bidding war!”


“Whatever. By the way, my meeting was early this morning and I was so tired from last night that I didn’t drive in. I’m going to ride back with you guys. Cool?”


“That’s no problem.”


We arrived back at the table to find that it had been cleared and the guys were pretty much ready to go.


“Nyagra’s riding back with us, Honey,” Trish said.


“OK,” Rodney said.


“I’d be glad to drop you,” Shawn interjected.


“Oh, no, it’s all right. I only live ten minutes from their house,” I assured him.


“Really, I don’t mind. Trish told me that you live in Elmsford. I’m in Scarsdale. I’ve got to go in that direction anyway. I’m sure they want to get home to the twins. Besides, I want to.”


I glanced at Trish, who I really could’ve killed.


“Well, OK then,” I said reluctantly. Since he was one of Rodney’s friends, I assumed he would be on his best behavior.


It was a brisk December night in New York City as we walked to the parking lot together. The merchants had begun to capitalize on the Christmas holiday with decorations and all kinds of holiday attractions. The Salvation Army Santas were out shaking their bells and Christmas carols echoed throughout the air. There’s nothing like Christmas in New York City. It’s certainly one of my favorite times of the year.


I wasn’t surprised to see that Shawn drove a flashy, candy-apple red Lexus. Most professional athletes like to drive flamboyant cars and Shawn Franklin was no exception. It was nice, although I’m more into four-by-fours. I wouldn’t trade my Range Rover for anything in the world.


Like a gentleman, Shawn opened the passenger side door for me. But he also drove like a bat out of hell and we lost sight of Trish and Rodney within a minute.


“So you must really like commercials, Nyagra?” Shawn asked, nearly screaming over the music blasting from the radio.


“Can we turn this down a bit?” I requested before taking it upon myself to reach over and lower the volume.


“Oh, no doubt. So, I was saying, you must really like commercials.”


“My firm is responsible for creating a lot of them.”


“Yeah? Which one might I have seen?”


“I don’t know. Do you watch much television?”


“Whenever possible.”


“We do all of the Toys ‘R Us and Kids ‘R Us holiday spots. We only have their holiday account, but I’m working on obtaining the whole thing.”


“You must be a very busy woman. Do you have time for fun?”


“My job is fun to me.”


“Yeah, basketball is fun to me, too. But I do other things.”


I shrugged. “Yeah, so do I.”


“How could you? Trish told me that you work all the time.”


“Trish’s mouth has been working overtime. If I worked all the time, I couldn’t be here, now could I?” I snapped.


“Yeah, I guess you’re right.” He looked me up and down and licked his lips. “I don’t know. I could be wrong, but you seem like you have a party animal under that designer suit somewhere that’s just dying to get out.”


“I’m glad you think you could be wrong because you are.”


“Oh, am I?” Shawn asked with a gleam in his eye.


Where the hell is he going with this?


“Yeah, you sure are,” I said.


The next couple of minutes were pretty quiet except for the sound of Lil’ Kim’s profanity blaring through the CD player. I’m all for girl power, but some of these female rappers are a bit much. As we rode along the highway, I couldn’t wait to pull into my driveway. This guy was weird and giving off a strange vibe. I would’ve hated to have to kick his ass in his own car.


“You get off at Exit 8,” I informed him.


“Hmmm . . . I could think of a few things I could ‘get off’ on.” He smirked. I guess he was trying to be funny, which he wasn’t. He seemed to have left the gentleman in the restaurant. Seeing that I obviously wasn’t the least bit enthused, he continued, “I’m just kidding. I used to live in Elmsford myself.”


“Oh . . . ”


“You must be awfully lonely in that big townhouse all by yourself.”


“Excuse me?” I stated, wondering how this guy knew I lived in a townhouse.


“Oh, Trish told me that you live in this fabulous townhouse all by your lonesome.”


“What didn’t Trish tell you?”


“Well, she didn’t tell me what you like in bed.”


Thinking he couldn’t have possibly said what I thought he said, I asked, “Excuse me?!”


“Oh, was that too forward for you?”


“I think you’re definitely out of line.”


“I apologize. You just seem like a very open type of person. Even though we just met, I feel so comfortable with you.”


“Well, you really shouldn’t.”


As we pulled off the exit and entered into a new thruway, I wondered what kind of weirdo this guy was and if he was interested in losing at least one of his testicles that night. Trish obviously didn’t tell him a thing about my personality or about the switch blade and pepper spray I had neatly tucked away in my Coach signature bag. Trish knew I never left home without my weapons. The late hours I kept demanded certain precautions and I wouldn’t hesitate to treat him like any ordinary perpetrator if I had to. I guess my best friend forgot to tell him about that.


“Now we take Exit 4, or were you also aware of that?” I impatiently asked.


“No, as a matter of fact, I wasn’t.”


Thank goodness the rest of the ride was quiet except for the CD player and me giving him specific instructions to my house. He should’ve been embarrassed. That’s one of the reasons I hated going out with professional athletes. In my experience, most of them seemed to think that every female is anxious to jump into bed with them. If he thought he was about to get lucky, he was sadly mistaken.


When we finally pulled into my driveway, I turned to him. “Thank you for dinner and the ride home.”


As I went to open the car door, Shawn grabbed my arm. “Nyagra, you don’t have to play high post with me. You can be yourself. You may live in Elmsford now, but Trish told me you grew up in Harlem just like me. You know you wanna show me your panties.”


I turned and looked into his beady little eyes. He had the face of a rat and needed to use some of his earnings to get his teeth fixed. If I’d had one of Michael’s cards on me, I would have handed it to him with a quickness. And aside from his uncanny resemblance to a member of the rodent family, I simply couldn’t believe the nerve of this guy. I was definitely going to kill Trish.


“If you don’t let go of my arm you will wish you had,” I said sternly, as I prepared myself to do a DMX on his ass and “lose my mind up in here.”


I guess I was convincing because he raised both hands as if I was a cop. “It’s been real.”


“Real what?” I tossed open the car door and anxiously removed myself from his presence.


As I walked toward my front door, I could hear him calling from behind me, “I’ll call you!!”


He didn’t even have my number.


I was pissed off. I could barely get the key into the lock. Even before I put down my purse, I ran to the phone to call Trish. She definitely had a cursing-out coming to her.


Like the movie says, “Thank God It’s Friday!” That’s all I could think about. I was so anxious to get out of my office and take that drive up to my mamma’s that I could barely concentrate. Luckily, my workload was pretty light that day and I had a couple of unusual moments of free time. Just the thought of seeing all the homes garnished in beautiful Christmas decorations in Mamma’s serene neighborhood of Hopewell Junction put me at ease. I loved my mamma’s house. I always felt a sense of relaxation when I visited (unless any of my brothers or sisters were there). Even though she only lived a little more than an hour away from me, it felt like I was in Virginia or something. I was so happy that Mamma was finally able to enjoy her life in an atmosphere she could be proud of. She’d only had the home for three years but she truly seemed happier than I’d ever known her to be.


My parents had lived in the hustle and bustle of New York City for nearly thirty years—always in lower-income neighborhoods. All my life, I wanted my parents to reside in a calm and pleasant atmosphere—one without the constant sounds of police sirens and gunshots where I didn’t have to worry about their well-being. I got out of the neighborhood as soon as I could, but I was often concerned about them.


At the time of my father’s death, I was living alone in a spacious two-bedroom apartment in Riverdale. When he passed, I asked Mamma if she wanted to come live with me. Being such an independent person, Mamma quickly declined. She felt she’d be a burden on me even though she definitely wouldn’t have been. Plus, the invitation was extended to her and only her. I suppose she didn’t want to leave Cheryl, my younger sister who was living with her at the time. Mamma knew Cheryl couldn’t pay the rent by herself and Mamma did receive a little money from Daddy’s insurance company. She had no idea that he’d been saving for years so he could leave her a few thousand dollars when he died. The money Mamma got after my father’s death allowed her to have almost enough for a down payment on a home of her own. When my accountant informed me of an area in upstate New York with great homes and lots of land for reasonable prices, I instantly thought of her.


I remember it as if it were yesterday. Daddy had been ill for nearly ten years. He’d had three strokes and the final one landed him in the hospital for quite a while. Eventually, we all began to realize that the end was near. I stayed by Mamma’s side every step of the way—through all of the constant fights and arguments with my “ever so cooperative” brothers and sisters. Daddy stayed in the hospital for nearly seven weeks before he passed. During the funeral preparations, my brothers and sisters fought over everything from what kind of casket he should be buried in to who should sit next to Mamma in the limo. It was a terrible, drama-filled event.


There were many arguments, but the icing on the cake was when my oldest sister, Juanita, tried to force Mamma to buy a $500 designer suit to wear to the funeral. That wasn’t Mamma’s style at all, but Juanita was relentless and insisted that Ma make a good impression at the funeral. She pressured Mamma so much that she practically brought her to tears. Even though I tried to overlook as much as possible in an attempt to make things easier for Mamma, I eventually got into violent arguments with my brothers and sisters. You see the more you ignore my siblings, the more they push you. That’s how I feel, but I’m sure they probably have their own set of negative comments to make about me.


Many times I’ve wondered if I was delivered to the right family at birth. I’ve always felt so very different from my siblings. I’m number two in a family of six—Juanita, David, Nathan, Monica and Cheryl make up the rest. Juanita is four years older than I am. I communicate with her more than any of the others, but that’s probably only because she has no real life of her own and I sometimes feel sorry for her. Juanita can’t seem to keep a job, a decent man, or make friends that are really friends. As far as jobs go, I think it’s because she talks a lot. She lets people know too much about her personal life and eventually they end up using it against her. Juanita also puts up a lot of facades, letting people think she has more material possessions than she actually does. While she really does have a lot of stuff, she has used questionable methods to obtain it.


Juanita’s the only person I know who’s more superficial than Trish. But at least Trish has a rich husband who can afford her expensive tastes. As far as men are concerned, the men Juanita seems to choose use and abuse her. Maybe not physically—even though she has had a couple of physical altercations—but definitely mentally. She’s been in countless destructive relationships and even dealt with a couple of married men.
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