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MISS NAY’S REVUE



Patrick sat at the bar waiting for the love of his life. The house was packed as usual with folks in from Atlanta and St. Louis for the holiday weekend. Cars were lined up on both sides of Front Street that night—which wasn’t a big deal to many. But, to Patrick, it meant the world.


It meant that everyone had come out to see his baby perform at the club. Men from all walks of life handed Patrick’s lady dollar bills, five-dollar bills, ten-dollar bills, and, on the first of the month, maybe even some twenties. But none could surpass Patrick. Every Saturday night, dressed to the nines, he would watch those other men walk to the front of the stage, fanning bills and pieces of paper with phone numbers scribbled on them. Often tripping over themselves to do it, some even borrowed from their dates just to be able to touch the silken hands of The Menagerie’s biggest star. But it was Patrick who made a hush fall over the crowded room. Leaving his double B-52 and Lite Beer, he rose from his VIP booth and pulled out his Coach breast wallet that Nay had gotten for him while on a trip to California. He was seductively smooth, suave, and anything else that a gay Black man with the most amazing smile and the whitest teeth could ever be. Fragranced with imported cologne and always clad in custom suits, Patty was the center of attention. With every stride—waving that bill in his hand, eyes followed him, wondering what dead president he’d pulled from his wallet. By the time he reached the stage, the bill was creased across Ben Franklin’s face, gently resting on his index finger. And Miss Nay? She would lean over and smile as her man first kissed the paper and then placed the crisp one hundred-dollar bill between her breasts.


Tonight, though, Patrick was not all right. He didn’t get his usual table in the center of the dance floor and, knowing he wouldn’t be staying long, he didn’t bother to remove his jacket. Instead, he sat slumped over the bar and nursed a flat ginger ale that had succumbed to the three ice cubes that the bartender had so graciously offered. He hadn’t been to the club in over two months.


About that fact folks had begun to talk. “Patty, you wan-anotha drink?” someone offered. But Patrick remained silent and kept swirling his straw around the bottom of his glass. “Guess not,” snorted the waitress as she sashayed her way to the other end of the bar. Patrick sat practically stock-still with his back turned to the stage. The frigid air around him warned the usual passersby to stay away, to stay far away.


Three years seemed barely like three days to Patty, for he and Miss Nay were lovers at first sight. They’d traveled the world together: Cancun, Montego Bay, Paris, and London. Patty insisted that Nay allow him to occasionally get his dick sucked by nameless strangers, and she was assured things would go no further. In exchange for that luxury, Nay was given the world, and she flaunted it. But privilege came with a price that Nay didn’t mind paying. She wasn’t allowed to take anyone home with her, nor was she allowed to accept phone numbers or business cards. Those weren’t the club’s rules. They were Patty’s. As she performed, Miss Nay electrified the crowd with her sultry moves and finesse, but outside of work Nay was strictly off limits. Everybody knew that. That was the way Patrick wanted it.


Patrick, with long and lovely supermodel eyelashes, sat with sullen eyes, agonizing over what he’d finally gotten the nerve to do. Closing his eyes, he whispered to himself, “Now, let’s practice this one more time.” With the music blaring at deafening levels from one corner of the club to the other, no one heard him thinking out loud. Take a breath. “Nay, Baby, you know that I love you more than life itself. Nothing else in this world mattered to me when we were together. I allowed everyone and everything to come second to you and me, and at times, that even included my family. Since Mama died, the whole world has been looking a lot different to me. Those things that didn’t matter before mean a whole lot now, and I’ve got to do the right thing. My family is expecting it, and so is God. I promised Mama on her deathbed that if she would just surrender to Him so that she could finally be free of her pain, then I would dedicate my life to serving Him and would leave this life alone. The things that I chose to turn the other cheek to have come around and smacked me in the face. I can’t continue to act like the world around me is grand when my insides are about to fall out. Every time I think about you, touch you or kiss you I feel like I’m dissing Mama. So, every time I get that way—the devil’s way—I go to church. I’ve been scrubbing the floors, cutting the grass, cooking in the kitchen—anything to keep me from thinking about you. The next thing I knew I’d found my way into the pulpit and realized that I had something to say. I mean it’s like my soul just opens up when I’m there. All these people around me…hundreds of them, and, with all that, I still feel like it’s just me and God. When I’m there, I like what I see. I like what I feel.” Even with his voice rising at times to octaves just above a whisper, it seemed as if no one had heard a word Patty uttered. He continued, “Nay, I realize now that love is more than just what we have. It’s more than what I ever thought we had. The last thing that I’ve ever wanted to do was to hurt you, but, after all these weeks of Sunday School, Bible study, and worship services, I now know that life is about the choices you make, and right now…today, I have to choose God.”


Patty’s heart transformed his emotions into tears that flooded his eyes and overflowed down his cheeks. And just when he’d reached the point of locking out all else in the club around him, just when he’d felt there was no one else in the room but him and God, Patty opened his eyes amazed and bewildered to see that there was also Miss Nay.


This epitome of refined elegance and style was exemplary of regal stature; yet this woman of grandeur, this mega diva worthy of applause until her last breath, simply sat there, and, with her now former lover, shed the same tears. She shared the same pain. The once flawless make-up was carelessly smeared, revealing the mustache fuzz and facial hair. Nay, displaying divine class and stature to the end, slowly removed the silk scarf that had been a gift from Patty. Speechless, Nay gently reached for Patty’s cheek and tenderly kissed it. She draped the scarf around Patty’s neck, rose from the bar stool, and dejectedly strolled towards the dressing room to gather her things. There would be no more encores. This was her final curtain call.


Once out the club door, it would be the first time in years that she would have to face the world as Nathaniel Chamberlain Alexander.





FIVE YEARS LATER








MAINTAINING THE CONNECTION



MOCHAMD: Hi


CreolSista: Hey you. Long time no see;)


MOCHAMD: Not true. You saw me exactly 19 hours and 47 minutes ago. Sorry for being late. Had to work an extra shift last night.


CreolSista: Never thought anyone could work more than me.


MOCHAMD: I know. It’s always good, though, to come home, sign on and see you here. Makes it all worthwhile. I have a surprise for you.


CreolSista:;) What is it?!


MOCHAMD: How’s everything? How are you?


CreolSista: What’s my surprise? And stop changing the subject!


MOCHAMD: LOL;)


CreolSista: Okay! Okay! I’m doing well. Work is good, and everyone here is doing okay. Getting ready to go out of town.


MOCHAMD: Out of town? Again?


CreolSista: Yes, again. A combination of work and vacation. Mostly vacation, though. I was waiting until everything was confirmed before saying anything to you.


MOCHAMD: Well, darn!


CreolSista: ???


MOCHAMD: My surprise was that he and I were actually coming there for a month. He wants to take a look at some real estate to redevelop, and I was hoping to get a chance to finally meet you. When do you leave?


CreolSista: Ummm, next Thursday. I’m planning to be gone for almost two months.


MOCHAMD: Now that’s what I call a vacation! I don’t think that we even leave for another three or four weeks. Any chance you’ll be back a little early?


CreolSista: It depends on how things are going. I’ve been working nonstop for the past two years, and some down time would be wonderful. The university is on break, too, so I just decided to take some vacation time as well. The kids are out of school for a few weeks, and even though it’s beautiful here, a change of scenery would be nice.


MOCHAMD: Well, maybe the trip back will get delayed, and I’ll still be there when you return. It would be great to meet you.


CreolSista: Same here. You have my phone number and address. Use it for a change!


MOCHAMD: I will. I promise.


CreolSista: So. How are things at home?


MOCHAMD: Better, I guess. He’s probably never going to change. Business comes first, then him, and then me.


CreolSista: Lemme ask you something.


MOCHAMD: What?


CreolSista: Are you happy?


MOCHAMD: Yes.


CreolSista: Liar.


MOCHAMD: What?


CreolSista: If you were happy, you wouldn’t get so much joy from chatting with me. You might be content, but you’re definitely not happy.


MOCHAMD: I resent you saying that.


CreolSista: So, it’s the truth. You have no idea what you’re getting yourself into.


MOCHAMD: How about we change the subject?


CreolSista: You know, I’m not surprised. You always want to do that when you’re about to be outted.


MOCHAMD: Anyway, do you realize we’ve been chatting for almost three years now?


CreolSista:;)


MOCHAMD: You actually mean a little something to me.


CreolSista: A little?


MOCHAMD: Okay, a lot then. I get butterflies whenever I see you here.


CreolSista: Trust me, the feeling is mutual. I’m about to start my day while you’re ending yours.


MOCHAMD: I like that feeling, too.


CreolSista: And what feeling is that;)?


MOCHAMD: Having you on my mind before I go to bed at night.


CreolSista:;)


MOCHAMD: Do you feel the same way?


CreolSista: I do but with reservation.


MOCHAMD: Why the hesitance?


CreolSista: I have my reasons, but I don’t want to get into them.


MOCHAMD: ;(


CreolSista: No need to pout about it.


MOCHAMD: Please tell me.


CreolSista: I’ll admit that you bring something really special to my life. I think that we established that some time ago. “Seeing” you just as I’m about to face the day is really a nice feeling to have first thing in the morning.


MOCHAMD: That’s all you have to say?


CreolSista: I don’t know what else you’re looking for me to say. I mean you’re in a relationship…one that you’ve been in for quite some time. The flip side is that I’m not. I’ll be almost whatever you want me to be for you, but for personal reasons, I have to protect me.


MOCHAMD: oic


CreolSista: As much as I like chatting with you, I’m still careful. You’re practically married, so I know this will never go anywhere. We’re both professional women with very busy schedules. C’mon now, let’s be real. Where do you honestly believe this can go?


MOCHAMD: I don’t know. I think that we have a connection that is worth maintaining. I do miss you when we’re not talking, and, on those nights when “home” isn’t all that it should be, I miss you even more.


CreolSista: Having said that, don’t you think that you’ve got some things you need to work through?


MOCHAMD: I don’t know.


CreolSista: Well, you’ll have two months to work it out. It’s getting late, and I have to run some errands before I go to work.


MOCHAMD: Now you’re pissed.


CreolSista: A little bothered but not pissed. Got too much to do to be upset about this today. Let’s face it. We’ve never met, and it doesn’t seem like we ever will. We’ve only talked twice in a three-year period, and that’s because I called YOU. I even wrote you a letter!


MOCHAMD: It’s too hard to try to call you with him always scanning the phone bill with fifty thousand questions, and putting things on paper around here might not be such a good idea either.


CreolSista: Awfully damn funny you manage to find time to hop on here to chat with me when God-knows-who could walk in on you! So what’s the difference?


MOCHAMD: That’s not the point.


CreolSista: The point is that you’re trippin’ and that you’ve NEVER called or written. I’m tired of this being a one-sided whatever. We need a break. Gotta go.


MOCHAMD: I’ll talk with you later?


MOCHAMD: Creol?


CreolSista is not currently signed on.


Amil sat and watched the computer screen waiting to see if CreolSista was going to sign back on. Amil knew she’d pissed her off. Their conversations had started off quite innocently. Amil had just been looking for some harmless company while Manney worked long hours at the firm. So one evening she perused the member profiles of BlackVoices.com and sent out about ten e-mails. She thought that it would be easy to keep up with e-mails from ten strangers, and it was likely that she’d only get two or three responses, if any at all. Five e-mails were sent to straight men—the harm in that was the possibility of them wanting more than just casual conversation. Four of the messages were sent to straight women—maybe one of them would be in search of the same thing: a little attention while the man in her life was away. But then there was the last one, sent to a woman whose sexual preference was listed as, “That’s my business.” She, CreolSista, was the only person that had responded. For three years, Amil had nurtured this Internet relationship because it had provided a consistent outlet from Manney’s selfishness. CreolSista knew when to ask if anything were wrong at home. She knew when to stop asking questions once MOCHAMD’s answers had become short and snappy. She knew when to give a virtual hug when a real one wasn’t possible. A kind word, an eCard, or maybe even just a simple smiley face was enough for Amil to know that somebody else loved her, and, those simple tokens of thoughtfulness had won Amil’s heart, mind, and soul. Getting up the nerve to exchange addresses and phone numbers with a complete stranger took a little while, though. For all she knew, the screen name could have been a man disguised as a woman or could’ve more easily been a serial killer. Never hiding who she was, CreolSista had made being loved by a stranger so easy for Amil. The two times that CreolSista had called she’d greeted Amil with “This is CreolSista.” Their conversations lasted only a minute or two and had never gotten any deeper than the usual pleasantries. CreolSista, always on the speakerphone, had made it a point to be too busy to really talk but not too busy to stop and say hello. The intrigue kept Amil wanting more.
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Two weeks after they both graduated from New York University, Manney and Amil were engaged. Amil went right into medical school at Howard University that fall and graduated at the top of her class four years later. While she did her residency at Georgetown Hospital, Manney put in long hours at both George Washington’s Graduate School of Business and School of Law. In less than four years, he’d earned both his MBA and JD. His ambition paved the way for the creation of the company that Ebony had once named one of the “Most Distinguished Companies Owned by Young African-American Entrepreneurs.” At one time marriage was understood for Manney and Amil. He knew Amil belonged to only him, and Amil knew that Manney barely had time for her let alone anyone else. Since common law marriages were recognized in the state of Tennessee, Amil had taken on Manney’s last name primarily for business reasons. Dr. Amil Lindsay sounded much better than Dr. Amil Blake, and, more importantly, Amil’s financial interest in the company was best protected that way.


Emanuel “Manney” Lindsay was one of the managing partners in Locke, Lindsay, and McKay. He and Rondell Locke invested all of their personal finances in the company and practically took over Beale Street—with the exception of the one property that they couldn’t touch, Memphis’ Best Barbecue Joint. To get their hands on that piece of real estate would mean letting go of some serious cash, and, tempting as it was, that was one sacrifice neither of the miserly two was greedy enough to make. “Let him keep that place. Soon he’ll be begging us to buy it,” Rondell said. “He’s only a one-man show, and the heavy tourist traffic down there is going to run his customers off. Just give it time.” Well, not long after that statement was made, Rondell ate those words—the restaurant was voted “Memphis’s Best Barbecue Place” and held the title for three consecutive years. As quiet as it was kept, the only reason Rondell wanted the barbecue joint to stay open was because he was its most frequent customer. Manney was the strategist, the mastermind behind the company. However, his relationship with Amil only made everything half his. If the company split up for any reason, she got half of his cut. If she ever left Manney, or vice versa, she still got half. Rondell, on the other hand, was different. Although he had a fifty percent interest in the firm, he didn’t do shit; he’d bootlegged his success from Manney and had inherited his financial assets from his deceased father. The only reason why he was a partner was because his money helped run the company’s investments. Rondell couldn’t tell you what an investment was if it’d slapped him in the face, but to make him feel like more of an active participant in the company’s affairs, Manney suggested that Rondell get his real estate license. In case they ever desired to sell any of their properties everything could be done in house. And that’s exactly what Rondell did. He signed up for the class, bought the books, paid off the instructor, and then paid someone to take the test for him. After Manney discovered what Rondell had done, Cecil McKay, a licensed real estate attorney from Michigan, was brought in as a silent partner to keep the company out of any shit that might arise from Rondell’s ignorance. His brief attention span kept Rondell out of meetings, and his ignorance kept him out of important business negotiations. So Manney ran the company and had a sometimes-strained relationship at home with Amil to prove it.


Upon arriving in Memphis several months before, Manney set his eyes on living in Downtown Memphis. He got Amil’s approval to buy something for little or nothing, and then later renovate it. Manney found and soon purchased a warehouse on the south end of Main Street. Over 9,000 square feet of the warehouse was devoted to living space with another 1,500 square feet committed to a media center and recreation area. The building’s roof had been converted into a sunroom with a retractable roof.


Rondell didn’t have the good business sense that Manney possessed, but let him draw you some lines, squares, circles and shit? Hmph! Although he had no formal training, Rondell knew enough about buildings to hook some shit up, and that’s exactly what he did to Amil and Manney’s house. The first floor boasted an atrium that opened up to the second and third floors, and it also housed two private offices: one for Amil and the other for Manney. Italian ceramic tiles, carefully chosen on one of their excursions to Europe, covered the floors throughout the bottom level. They had compromised and used only vibrant colors to accentuate their zest for life. The walls of Amil’s office were covered with a faux-finished coating of Ralph Lauren’s Lifevest Orange, and the ceilings, painted the same color, were outlined in white crown molding. Her genuine cherry office furniture had been custom-designed by Drexel Heritage, and the interior was abundant with African-American art and sculptures. She’d met the eccentric but talented Selma Glass at an American Bar Association convention that she’d attended with Manney, and from that moment, whatever Selma created Amil got the first artist proof of it. There was a sitting area that opened up to a bay window that had a beautiful view of the river, and sometimes, after a long session of IMs with CreolSista, she’d curl up on the loveseat with a glass of wine and watch the barges pass by. In the winter she’d light the antique fireplace she’d purchased from an estate sale at an old, abandoned mansion on Central Avenue and give her Gateway desktop computer a break by logging on to her laptop. At the beginning of their friendship, Amil spent hours on that laptop talking to CreolSista and quickly made their virtual meetings part of her day. CreolSista, an apparently astute individual, had unmasked, and been able to dissect, Amil’s personality and understood their communication but made sure that their conversation remained respectful.


Once they’d said their goodnights, Amil retreated to her lavish all-white bedroom accessible by a spiral staircase located near the center of the bay window in her office. Climbing into bed with Manney used to be a welcome event at the end of a long day, but now that was an over-rated activity. By the time she got under the covers, he was already asleep. She thought maybe he’d sense her movement and automatically roll over to embrace her in his lap; hold her in the muscularly manicured arms in which he prided himself. Sadly though, Amil was lucky if Manney even moved over to her side of the bed. He used to do that… before there was ever a law degree; before there was ever a law practice; before he knew anything about real estate; before he had it in his mind to buy every abandoned building and turn it into an apartment building. There was a time when no day was complete without a kiss from Manney at bedtime. But now for Amil, no day was complete without talking with CreolSista.


Over a period of ten years, Manney and Amil had thrown themselves into their respective professions, leaving little room for social lives or children. The friends that they did have were equally as busy, and just like Amil and Manney, often rewarded themselves with lavish trips abroad. The most recent trip had been a four-week stay in Paris. In addition to spending quality time with Amil, Manney did have some business to take care of while there. The property he’d seen advertised on the Internet was a cluster of apartment buildings that he wanted his company to purchase and redevelop for student housing. Trying to get a meeting with the Vice President of Admissions for American Students had taken up way too much of his time, though. Manney hadn’t been told until the last of his numerous visits to the school that the staff person he was in search of was out of town on vacation for two months, but that two months was supposed to end on the coming Monday. “I don’t really know what to tell you, Monsieur. I know she’d love to talk with you,” the secretary said.


“Well, my flight leaves tonight. I was finna go back to my hotel room, and I thought I’d stop by one more time before I left. I guess this will give me a reason to have to come back to Paris.” Manney smiled as he headed for the door.


“Pardon moi, Monsieur.” The secretary’s English was good enough to ask easy questions. “Are you, errr, from Memphis?”


Manney was shocked. He didn’t recall telling her that. “Well, yes, I am. Not originally but I live there now. How’d you know that?”


She laughed. “Errr, Mademoiselle—my boss—sometimes says, errr, finna just like you just did, and she’s from Memphis.”


“Getthefuckouttahere! I mean, really? She is?”


“Oui. Uh, that’s where she is now. Hold on, I can—”


“No, no, don’t disturb her,” he suggested. “I’ll give her a call next week. Besides, Memphis is so small that I probably already know someone that she knows,” he joked.


“Very well, then.”


“Thanks for all your help.” Manney wanted to leave just a little of an impression on the young lady, so before turning to head out the door, he said, “Je m’appelle Emanuel Lindsay.”


“I will tell her. Au revoir.”


Every time Manney left the hotel room Amil jumped on the phone. Amil had often imagined hearing this sexy, raspy voice that was attached to someone who was able to define herself in only a word or two. And that’s exactly what happened. CreolSista’s voice was unforgettable on the answering machine. Amil thought about those many nights when their chatting went beyond being friendly and shifted briefly to something sensual and compassionate. She imagined that voice whispering in her ear. She caressed herself when her imagination allowed her to feel CreolSista’s touch and send her into complete ecstasy. CreolSista, in an effort to always look out for her own feelings, kept those times limited, for she saw an opportunity to have a friend that she could love without the sex and one that she could touch without ever being physical. Being in love with someone that you couldn’t have had been hard, and CreolSista was determined to respect Amil’s relationship by being what Amil seemed to need most…a friend. During the entire time she’d been in town, all Amil had reached was an answering machine with a message in English and a message in French. Although leaving a message was an option, Amil chose not to do so simply because it would have taken away the intrigue. She left a series of hang-ups and extended pauses… enough to piss off anybody returning from a long trip and coming home to find ten messages turning out to be absolutely no one.


As a last resort, Amil decided to sign online with hopes of seeing her girl online. No such luck. Nearly two months had passed since they’d last spoken, and there was a lot that Amil had on her mind. Their last conversation had given her plenty to think about. It seemed that she’d started holding back her feelings when, at one point, they’d flowed so freely. Amil knew that CreolSista loved her even though she’d never laid eyes on her. Their chatting had become this nightly ritual, and the only thing that kept them from it was when CreolSista was out of town on extended trips like this one. It was okay that they led their professional lives privately and never shared more than asked. It was also okay that CreolSista had admitted being gay but was still fond of the companionship and conversation with Amil—a straight woman that kept CreolSista in touch with her femininity and occasional need for girlfriend-to-girlfriend talk. It was becoming increasingly okay with Amil that a gay woman was interested in being friends with her, straying away from her own kind; it gave her the attention that Manney had so often taken away. The words, “You’re beautiful,” had taken on a new meaning, for CreolSista reminded Amil of the inner beauty that was so often masked by her physical obligation to Manney. It had become ever so important to finally put a face with the same love and compassion that Amil felt while she was on the computer. Their last conversation, however, had been so disheartening that Amil didn’t even know if all her attempts to reach her friend had been in vain. She wanted and needed to finally tell CreolSista that she loved her. But, as Manney came bursting into the room announcing that their cab was downstairs, Amil regretfully realized that wasn’t going to happen on this trip. Disappointedly, she turned off her laptop and packed it up with the rest of her things. It was going to be a long flight home.





LORD, TAKE THIS WOMAN



Iysha was nervous as hell. She had been in the bathroom for over twenty minutes, and, between the shits and tears, there was no telling when she was coming out. For almost two weeks, Iysha and her parents had been in constant disagreements about the fucked-up choices she had been making. And to make matters worse, Iysha had run the phone bill up trying to find Chris in Paris. At hundreds of pennies per minute, she was in debt to both parents for over $500 for their phone bills. Message after message had been left on her sister’s answering machine but no return calls. Chris had a way of disappearing without a trace and only resurfacing on holidays, birthdays, and maybe a special occasion. Her calls were brief but joyous.


The last time Chris was in Memphis she went into auto-bitch mode on the whole family. Everybody claimed to be concerned about Chris’s daughters, Chelsea and Gaylon. They thought it “proper” to have let the babies remain in the states for a good upbringing. “Those babies need to be around family,” they kept saying. “They need some stability.” Chris went from room to room trying to escape undesired rehabilitation attempts. If it weren’t Uncle Jarvis, then it was Aunt Lilly. Finally, after hours of relentless lectures with no reprieve, Chris exploded. “Have any of you ever wondered what life would be like if you just minded your business for just five minutes? I mean, damn, my kids aren’t starving! They speak languages other than broken English, and, most importantly, they’re happy! So what I fuck women! Those women have taken better care of me and my babies than any of you have ever offered to. This is one of the very reasons I try to keep them away from you!”


With that said, Chris grabbed her girls and was out the door. Iysha’s sister and nieces hadn’t been back in over three years, but, on this day, Iysha needed her big sister. She needed Chris’s openness and her candid advice. She needed someone to tell her in a non-parental way that she was making a big mistake. Despite their history, Iysha sometimes valued her sister’s warped opinions even though she had never told her so. She respected the fact that Chris had that “just live” attitude, and she instilled that same principle in her children. Chris and Iysha grew up in a house where their mother’s useless boyfriend was crowned man of the house. Pete didn’t have a job because he didn’t want one. He didn’t take care of his kids from his previous marriage because he didn’t want to. He never filed taxes because it would alert the government that he wasn’t dead in a ditch somewhere and would be deemed able to take care of those nine children he had. The government would take that money and send it to the mother of those babies regardless of what she eventually chose to do with the cash. Pete had no love for life, so why would he—how could he, have any love for anyone, or anything else? Ms. Desmereaux had given him shelter and food during a time when she and her children themselves were needy. She, most importantly, had a need for love. So, for twenty years, Ora Desmereaux loved a man whose only needs were a home and something to eat. He had no morals, no class, and no education. He wasn’t suitable for this beautiful, independent woman, and it took her all of those twenty years to realize that. But now, at the age of 50, Ora was unhappy but content, and it was that contentment which drove Iysha to her wedding day. It was also one of the motivating forces that kept Chris on the path of success, determined to not ever need love or support from anyone other than herself.


“Damn, I hate this!” Chris yelled as she slammed on brakes in the airport tunnel. Looking at the traffic jam from just over the tunnel’s hill, Chris could see that she and the girls would be there for hours.


“Mommy, don’t say that!” The little girls giggled in the backseat.


“Oh, I’m sorry, sweeties. Mommy’s in a really big hurry.”


“But you don’t have to say those bad words,” Chelsea said.


“You’re right, and I apologize.” Chris sighed as she watched a fire truck, rescue team, and an ambulance speed by. She’d retrieved all of Iysha’s messages and was trying desperately to make it to Harbor Town for the wedding. No one in Chris’s family knew she had been back in town for almost two months. Still maintaining a residence in Paris, Chris had purchased a condo in her hometown and had managed to keep it a secret from her family.


“Mommy, where’s that fire truck going?” Gaylon asked. When Chris moved to Paris after completing grad school in Philly, Chelsea had just turned three, and Gaylon was getting ready to turn two. Each of them had developed a cute Northern brogue, but once they got to France, that changed. Now five and four, respectively, Chelsea and Gaylon picked up the French language rather quickly, especially after their mother had hired a private tutor. “Is somebody hurt?”


“I don’t know, baby. Looks like it’s going the same way that we’re trying to go.” Shit. By that time, another ambulance was passing by. Surprising Iysha at her wedding was now definitely out of the question.


[image: image]


Harbor Town was such a prestigious address that most people were too intimidated to ride through and sightsee. Security would be on your ass so fast that it’d make your head spin. The houses seemed to be built so close together that privacy was a foreign amenity. Overlooking the Mississippi River, the development accommodated doctors, lawyers, architects, and recently a couple of Black families that had come across some money that they didn’t know how to spend.


One family, the Townsends, was the recipient of Tunica County’s largest jackpot ever. Jessie Townsend had just gotten out of jail one Friday afternoon and borrowed five dollars from his neighbor. Longtime residents of the Scutterfield housing project, Jessie and his sister Camille stayed in trouble. She was often at 201 Poplar (Shelby County Jail) for food stamp fraud, and his most recent arrest was for nonpayment of child support. Ever the smooth talker, he had managed to convince his son’s mother to drop the charges so that he could get out of jail and look for a job. But instead of going straight to the unemployment office, Jessie bummed a ride with his cousin, Stick, who was on his way to work at the casino. “Man, should you be goin’ down there? You just got out of jail.”


“Fuck them, muthafuckas. I go where I wanna go. Besides I can get a few drinks while I’m gettin’ my slot machine thang on. I ain’t got but five dollars no way. I’ll be back home befo’ the sun goes down good. Nobody’ll miss me.”


“All I gotta say is that you need to keep a low profile. They’ll lock yo’ ass back up in a New York minute. They don’t mess around with that child support shit.” Stick dropped Jessie off at the entrance to the Tropicana Paradise Casino and Resort and went on to work at the adjacent casino, the Aztec.


The Tropicana was reminiscent of the Caribbean with its waterfall, palm trees, and vibrant colors. Foliage draped the entrance, the windows, and even some of the machines. Instead of wearing the traditional bow ties and cummerbunds, bow ties and vests, the dealers and slot hosts wore navy blue nautical hats and neon orange polo shirts. The attire was different, but it was a welcomed change from tradition. “Something to drink?” the waitress asked.


Jessie put a dollar in the machine and pulled the handle. Nothing. “Yeah, brang me a Jack Daniel,” he ordered as he pulled the handle again, never pausing to look up. And again…nothing. “Damn, c’mon, now.” This time he pushed the spin button. A little variety might help. Still nothing.


“Here’s your drink, sir,” the waitress said, leaning on the adjacent machine waiting for a tip.


Jessie looked up at her. “I got two dollars left, and that’s it. And I ain’t giving none of it to you. Now if you really want a tip, gone on and brang me another drink without me having to ask twice. And make it snappy.”


The waitress angrily stomped off grumbling, “Sometimes you gotta give a little to get a little.” She never did come back.


“Bitches, just gold diggahs.” Jessie pushed the spin button one more time. Click. Click. Click. The sirens, whistles, and musical choruses went off louder than they ever had. “Goddamn! I hit this muthafucka!” Jessie screamed as he realized that he had just landed the biggest jackpot in Tunica County history…for $15 million dollars. As the cameras flashed and as the crowd cheered, Jessie kicked over the stool he was sitting on as he jumped up and down and pumped his fists in the air, yelling loudly for all to hear, “Who da man?! Who da man?! Yeah, ba-bay! I’m a celebrity now! Kiss my ass, CJC! I’m rich!”


Those folks at the Criminal Justice Complex that Jessie had so boldly told to kiss his ass were knocking on his door at 1:00 the next morning. Jessie was back in jail by 3 a.m. for violating his probation by going outside the city limits and for being in a casino. The few hundreds of thousands of dollars that Jessie was allowed to keep was spent on a home for his family and on retaining an attorney to keep him out of trouble. In a last-minute plea, he agreed to set up a trust fund for his children with the remaining winnings. For actually wanting to take care of his kids, the judge granted Jessie fifteen years probation and 2,000 hours of community service instead of ten years in jail.


The other family, the Maxwells, genuinely had a little money but, because of the casino, they had some issues with spending as well. Gunther Maxwell was the founder and owner of Memphis’ Best Barbecue Joint. In less than ten years, he had won four International Barbecue Cooking Contests during Memphis in May and was worth close to three million dollars. Precious, Gunther’s wife, ran the business while her husband “traveled.” He was also the coach of the men’s basketball team at West Tennessee University. Throughout the collegiate basketball season, Gunther was in and out of town a lot, rumored to be accompanied by a young co-ed who “didn’t play no games.” Gunther’s manhood kept him in trouble a lot more than he’d wished. Precious always told him, “If you leave this house going to get liverwurst, then your ass better smell like liverwurst when you get back.” She paid the bills out of Gunther’s coaching salary, and most of the money they’d made in the restaurant was put on the blackjack tables in Tunica. Their mini-fortune was comprised solely of the land that the restaurant sat on. Gunther bought it on Third Street ten years before anybody ever thought about redeveloping Beale Street. He got the building and the strip of land beside it for less than $50,000. When the new developers—Locke, Lindsay, and McKay—came through, the city offered Gunther close to a million dollars for his property, and he cleverly declined the offer. Now, some fifteen years later, the property’s worth, with the building and all, was estimated at a couple of cool millions.


Gunther and Precious didn’t have any children of their own and took great interest in their nieces and nephews. Thus they offered to host the wedding and reception of Precious’s often-needy nephew, Nathaniel.


The setting was simple. Some flowers here, a ribbon or two there. Nothing elaborate. Ms. Desmereaux, crying the whole time, used up ten of the twenty napkins that were allotted for guests. The only major expense seemed to be the cake. It had Seessel’s bakery written all over it, and next to it sat Mr. Desmereaux and his second wife—the other Mrs. Desmereaux. Since this wedding was BYOB, he had, just like everyone else, brought his own liquor. The sole exception was the champagne that the bride and groom were to share. That’s the way that their nephew wanted it. Simple but elegant.


“Do you, Nathaniel, take Iysha to be your lawfully wedded wife?” Rev. Edmonds asked.


“I do.”


“And do you, Iysha Desmereaux, take Nathaniel Chamberlain Alexander to be your lawfully wedded husband?”


“I do.”


The kiss was so quick that if you’d blinked, you would have missed it.


[image: image]


As Chris approached the accident scene, she watched the paramedics wheel a bagged body to the back of the coroner’s van. Chris recognized the officer directing traffic. His name was Brandon, and they had gone to high school together. He was the chunky boy who always sat in the bleachers and ate up all his candy during the candy drive. It was a damn shame that somebody could sit and eat a case of M&Ms in one sitting. His frail behind won that candy drive every year. A huge goofball during high school, no one would have ever guessed that Brandon would become a police officer. “Hey, Brandon. How you doing?”


The buff, uniformed officer looked in the window and immediately recognized the face that hadn’t changed in over ten years. Chris was still gorgeous as the day she was voted “Most Attractive” by her high school classmates. He smiled. “Chris Desmereaux.”


“Yes, it’s me,” she said, leaning her head out of the window to kiss him on the cheek.


“Damn, you still look good! Still smellin’ all good, too.”


“How have you been, Brandon?” She smiled.


“I’ve been doing okay. Out here trying to help out.”


“What happened?”


“Well, a couple of my officers are out today. So, as their commanding officer, I had to come down here to lend a hand.”


“Commanding officer?”


“Yeah, baby, I run with the big dawgs now. I am a Sergeant.”


“You go, boy. So what’s the deal with the traffic?”


“Pull over here for a minute and let the other cars by.” Chris pulled her car into the median. She watched Brandon from her rear-view mirror. His ass was tight, and his pants hugged every inch of it. “Hell, I might be gay, but I ain’t dead!” she mumbled to herself. “Damn, he looks too good!”
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