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Things Definitely have Changed.





Synthia




I had on a skimpy leather skirt, a designer black blouse with knee-high boots and the audacity to stand outside in fifteen-degree weather in freaking New York City. The possibility of catching the flu was a thought but the balcony was the only place I could clear my head and come back down to earth. I was in a zone and it felt good. I was more relieved than a sista who hadn’t had an orgasm after ten tries with the finest man alive.


Finally, I conjured up enough strength to reveal what had been on my mind for months to the guests; mostly my friends who were lounging about in my place. I was sure that what I’d told them had knocked them completely off their feet. There were gasps, bewildered looks, and shuffling feet moving toward the hired help I had tending bar. Their shocked voices asked for straight shots, hoping to ease my stunning revelation.


The black blouse I was wearing sure did look good. It was my favorite. I wore it especially for the night’s festivities. The openness of the cuts in the arms made me feel special—like I could fly away. At the time, I really wished that spreading my wings and going off to someplace like the Bahamas and sitting in the sun like a model on a book cover was an option. But it wasn’t so, I continued to stand alone and think about what I had just told everyone. Was I too brash? Did I come off like a bitch? I wondered if they all understood. If they didn’t, I couldn’t care about it. I had to do—what I had to do.


When I rushed my glass of Cognac up to my lips, hoping to get a blast of warmth into my system, my eyes couldn’t help but look in the direction of the party going on inside my condo. I have to admit, from where I was standing about twenty feet from the inside, my place looked fabulous; especially the oil painting of James Baldwin that I’d purchased during my fourth visit to France. It was perfectly lit under track lighting and sitting directly over my white baby-grand piano.


My place didn’t always have such flare. It took a while to decide on redecorating. I didn’t want my daughter to let go of the family atmosphere it represented during her childhood. After all, it had been where her father and now my ex-husband had spent a good part of our lives. I knew that changing the place around was not the only thing I had on my agenda but after it was completed, it would without a doubt spark the signal of change in my life that I felt was needed. I can’t even lie and say I thought it was going to be a simple process. I had major issues I was dealing with and they scared the shit out of me. I wanted to beat the game before it began to beat on me.


I give the night and my announcement a nine—only because I didn’t let my best friend Byron in on what was going on. When I saw him opening my sliding-glass door leading out to the balcony with a concerned look on his face, I knew he was about to let me know exactly how he felt. I have to admit I didn’t feel like explaining myself to him. He was part of the problem.













How You Gonna’ Play Ya’ Boy?





Byron




At first, I wasn’t sure how to approach Synthia when I saw her piercing eyes narrowing over at me after I slid the door open and stepped out onto the balcony. The way she was staring at me, you would have thought I had done something to her. But I hadn’t. I’d been the one blind-sided and, hell yes, I was mad about it. I replaced the frown on my face with a fake-ass smile and decided to see what was going on with girl.


I know one thing. It was cold as hell outside and the first thing that came to mind was that my friend of all these years was having a breakdown or something. The Synthia I knew would never stand uncovered in cold weather. I already had my hands deep down inside my pockets when I got within arm’s distance from her. She looked at me, then turned toward the slick gray stone ledge, outlining the balcony into the direction of the bright city lights. The cold air hampered my ability to get the words out of my mouth as fast as I would have liked.


“I’m going to tell you right now, Synthia. It’s too damn cold for small talk—so out with it. What’s going on?” I asked her. “How the hell you gonna say something like that without even telling me it was coming? Motherfuckers inside are asking a billion questions and I can’t answer nary a one.”


She kind of smiled; like she knew what I was going to say. Her eyes were wondrous. They were glaring and I thought that maybe she’d had too much to drink; rather than a breakdown. Synthia didn’t answer me back as quickly as I would have liked and the wind began to cut through me like I wasn’t a respectable five-ten, a hundred eighty pounds. I flipped up my overlarge turtleneck, moving it up over my chin and as close to my mouth as possible.


“Damn it. I’m not catching another cold this winter, Synthia. What’s that you’re drinking?”


She was blunt. “Cognac.”


When I reached out my hand for a sip she gave up her glass. I took a healthy sip and waited to get a feel from the drink, then asked her if she was okay.


“I’m fine. Cold, but fine,” she answered.


I took off my jacket and placed it around her shoulders. I’d do anything for Synthia and she knew that. That’s why I was hurt that she didn’t have the balls to let me in on what was going down before she stood up in front of everyone at her gathering, literally telling them all to leave her the hell alone because they weren’t doing it for her.


“Synthia, everyone inside thinks you must’ve had a really bad day or something. What’s the deal?” I gave back her drink. I could tell Synthia was thinking about what to say to me. She was such a heavy thinker.


She said, “Looking back at it, Byron, it’s been a very good day.” She toasted her glass. “Here’s to you.” She studied the confusion on my face. “Well, Byron…I’ve finally opened up and let go of what’s been on my mind and what can I say? I feel good about it.” Even though she was shivering, Synthia was at ease. She even managed to smile a bit and her bright eyes and confidence reminded me of how she was able to work her way up to the top as one of the publishing industry’s leading agents.


 


BACK IN THE DAY, Synthia was a mere babe when we met. I was working my very first job down at the bus terminal in Manhattan. I was a twenty-year-old youngster. It was 1984. I’ll never forget those days because I’d just moved into my very first apartment in Harlem. I was sub-renting from a sub-renter and thought I was God’s gift to women twenty times over. I’m talking the original Mr. Biggs. I wasn’t making much money. My job at the terminal was custodial and when I didn’t have anything to do, which was very rare, I stood in the information booth and gave directions to those trying to find their way.


I spotted Synthia out of a jam-packed terminal ten minutes before she even walked over to the information booth. If I had been a crook she would have been a mark and I would have taken her for everything she had. Her eyes were huge and she was like a puppy chasing her tail trying to figure out which direction to go. Synthia was so naive to the big city that when she approached me for directions to the nearest YWCA I could tell she didn’t know the East Side of Manhattan from the West. I didn’t hold that against her. Something about Synthia told me she was special. She was aggressive and had her mind set that she was not going to fall to the obvious pressure of moving to the big city while trying to keep track of everything she owned. So, not only did I tell her where she wanted to go, I sneaked off the job and walked with her and then gave her my number. That’s how we became friends.


I found out later that Synthia had originally come to the Big Apple to become an author. I remember she kept asking me, while we were walking, if I had ever heard of all these great writers she’d read when she was younger who’d come up through Harlem. She wanted to be just like Zora Neale Hurston or James Baldwin and even had a destined look of accomplishment in her presence.


At fifteen she’d finished her first novel. It was three-hundred thirty-five pages. I found out she was born and raised in Jackson, Mississippi. Many times we would sit down to discuss the South. Mainly because I’d never been there and all I’d ever heard about those neck of the woods was to stay the hell away if I didn’t want to be lynched or beaten by the police. Synthia’s stories about living there were grim, but she never talked about many bad things going on outside of her home because she was sheltered coming up. There was just too much going on inside her childhood. Synthia’s mother died when she was eight and her father had the task of bringing her up all by his lonesome because he refused to have another woman have a hand in raising her. That’s why she enjoyed the books of Zora so much because she was allowed to hear a pure woman’s voice reach out to her. From what she told me, her old man was pretty damn good to her. He practically gave her everything she wanted and was very supportive, even encouraged her when she turned down journalism scholarships from colleges all over the world to move to New York to become an author.


I was kind of surprised when she told me her father was footing the bill for her living expenses while she pursued her dreams. In fact, after we got closer—it was one of the reasons I invited her to stay with me as a roommate. I knew her part of the rent would never be late. It wasn’t two months after we were roommates that her father died. Synthia was stunned and grieved for the longest, but refused to let his death deter her. She realized she had to make it in the big city just like everyone else—on her own now. Her father had a healthy insurance policy, but I don’t think Synthia ever touched it. The policy he left for her was Synthia’s remembrance of him. Synthia went on to land a job as a secretary at a boutique literary agency in Lower Manhattan and worked there for years until deciding on becoming a literary agent.


 


SYNTHIA HATED WHEN I STARED at her and I hadn’t taken my eyes off her since coming out onto the balcony.


“You think I owe you an explanation, don’t you?”


“You do and you know it. Look, we’ve been friends for entirely too long for me to have to stand out here in this wind and guess what the hell is going on, don’t you think?”


“You’re right, Byron, it’s been a long time.”


I moved a little closer to her. “Damn right. So out with it?”


“Okay, but this has to do with me, more than anyone else.”


“Understood.”


We stood silent. Synthia positioned herself in a defensive mode. Her eyes narrowed, lips became tight and then she crossed her arms. When she noticed me arch my eyebrow and slightly bend my neck trying to pull out what was on her mind, she knew that I was ready for a stare down if need be—no matter how cold it was.


“Okay, here it is. I meant what I said inside there tonight, Byron. I think it’s time for me to cut all ties with everyone in my life because I don’t feel like anyone that I’m connected to at the moment is really helping me to become a better person.”


I felt my eyes narrow. I was truly confused. “Become a better person? What’re you talking about, Synthia? You’re the best!” Synthia soothed a bit and she looked out over the city, then looked back at me. She took my hand and began to walk. She opened the sliding door, we walked through her condo among all the stares of her thirty or so guests and the next thing I knew, Synthia had her coat, I had mine, and we were in a taxi headed toward lower Manhattan.


 


WE HAD A VERY LIGHT CONVERSATION in the cab. Synthia skimmed over the fact that forty-eight had come entirely way too fast and she was not prepared for her daughter Clarke’s senior year of high school. We ended up in Synthia’s office. I could barely see Synthia when she took a bottle of Cognac from her fur coat and then a sip from the bottle. There was just enough light from the city to see. She reached over her desk and handed the drink to me. She sat down behind her desk, exhausted.


“Do you really want to know why I said what I did at the party?”


“I’ve already asked you more than I think I should have to? What’s the deal? I thought everything was going okay with you?”


“See, that’s the problem, Byron. Everything is just okay and I believe it’s time for a change.” Synthia paused for a second. “I’m just saying, at the moment, the people in my life including myself, mind you, are not living up to our potential. I think it’s time for me to be truthful with myself about that.”


I was surprised at her words. “Living up to potential? Synthia, look at you. The way I see it, you’ve surpassed whatever you were meant to have in this life. Have you forgotten you’re one of the top literary agents in this city? I know people that would do anything to have your job.”


And they would. I knew firsthand because Synthia always asked me to accompany her when her ex-husband and live-in roommate, who had been my best friend for many years until I’d introduced him to Synthia years ago, couldn’t make her engagements with the city’s literary elite. She loved the way I was able to move around the rooms and hype her authors for her. I usually didn’t read any of the books; except the one that had something to do with how women could love a black man. It took me a while to stomach through it; mainly because I saw myself. The only thing I let myself get from the book was that after all these years, black men still were treated as some sort of species who need specialized attention to be understood. The literary gatherings had their perks though; especially the ones I paraded myself around as a book doctor who had the ability to whip any book into shape and sell well into the hundreds of thousands of dollars at a drop of a hat. I met so many fine sisters and a few white girls, too. I even met a sister who happened to be at a book launch party mingling and networking looking to break into the industry with her for-sure bestseller. She turned out to be a hit in bed for six months until she found out I couldn’t get her book in the front door of a vanity publisher.


Synthia and I were silent, except for the few times we passed the Cognac back and forth between us.


“You ever thought about me having my own agency, Byron?”


I looked around in the darkness. “Unh, unh…I thought you were always happy working in this tall ass building and living in your high-rise on Park Avenue, sipping tea with all those literary types.”


“Happy, yes, but not satisfied. It’s not enough for me. I want my own agency, Byron. I don’t always want to be the person beating the pavement looking for the next fuckin’ bestseller.”


Finally, Synthia was about to spill her guts to me. But I thought it was a good time to tell her about my new business venture since we were going there.


“Another one?”


“What do you mean, another one?


“Just what I said.”


“Look, this one’s a keeper,” I told her.


Synthia tipped up the bottle again, then said, “And so was the last one, and the two before that. Byron, sweetheart, that’s what I’m talking about here.”


“About me?”


“Yes, you. You know I love you, and care about you a hell of a lot. Don’t you know that?”


“That’s what you say.”


“Of course, I do. But you’re not living up to your potential either and I think just maybe, how you’re living is rubbing off on me.”


At that point I just knew the Cognac had Synthia’s tongue.


“Look, it’s no secret that we all are a reflection of the company we keep. I’m trying to explain to you that I need to be more focused to accomplish the things I want to do with my life and right now; I think our friendship stunts my ability to do that.”


“Wow, that really hurts, Synthia. Give me that damn bottle.”


“I’m sure it does. But it’s the truth. I didn’t say this was going to be easy, Byron. Plus, you can handle it. You have your romantic interest, slash money-grubbing girlfriend to be friends with. No pun intended, darling, but just spend more time with her.”


“Hey, that’s not fair.”


“But it’s true.”


“Look, I told you before. I give Karen money to help her out of tight situations.”


“More like to get yourself into a tight situation.” Synthia’s voice reeked of sarcasm. “Which I highly doubt could ever be a reality.”


I set Synthia straight when she said that. “She’s not loose.”


“Seems to be to me.”


Synthia really began to irritate me. “Look, this isn’t about her, and why the hell are we sitting in the dark, damn it?”


“You’re right. It isn’t.” Synthia stood up. I watched her walk over to her blinds behind her desk. “Byron, come here a second.” I walked over to her. “Ordinarily I keep these blinds open at all times.” Synthia began to pull the blinds back. “But ever since it happened, I’ve been unable to look out my window. I haven’t been able to look out this window, Byron, because of the site still down below.” Synthia pulled the blinds back far enough so that we could see outside.


“Look down there, Byron. Look at the rubble from the terrorist attack. You know when it happened I was standing right here. I saw people down below being crushed and people from up above take their own lives in desperation to get out of those buildings. Right here in this spot, Byron, frozen absolutely still, unable to think or move, just frozen still.”


I put my arm around Synthia. I remembered calling her when it was all going down. She answered the phone but wouldn’t talk to me or get out of her building, which was just too damn close to what was going on.


“And as horrible as the day was, it did something to me, Byron. I saw life taken away right before my eyes and I’ve realized that we’re here to do something worthwhile in our lives. We’re not living to take up space. We are here to make a contribution to this thing called life and I have devoted the rest of my life to making a difference in what I do. I don’t know how I can say this any clearer. I need to make a change in my life and only associate myself with people who are making a difference in life as well. So, I’m begging you to please, please let me without making it harder than it already has been—to break off our friendship after all these years.”













Mom is Buggin’ Out.





Clarke




My therapist thinks I’m somewhat of an extremist. I’m not going to lie. When my mother made her decision to change her entire life into some life-saving conservative who only wanted to involve herself in things that mattered, I really didn’t want to hear it. I thought it was nothing but a bunch of hot air she needed to get out of her system. If my doctor calls that extreme, then I guess I am. My mother’s new life switch couldn’t have come at a worse time in my life. The moment I’d been waiting for since I was in the seventh grade, and had my virginity taken by some thug named Thad who lived in Harlem, was finally here. Thad was the brother of a friend I’d taken ballet lessons with and one of the things he always would brag about was his senior year. The parties, being top dog on the yard and the mad fun he’d experienced—all that shit was appealing to me. It took five years to get to this point and all I wanted to do was finally enjoy my last year of high school, go to a few parties, enjoy my man, and choose the college I was going to attend.


This was my time.


When my mother burst into my room to let me in on her new attitude, I was splashing on some smell good and I was about to go out the door. My first thought was menopause finally had caught up to her. She had this quirky look on her face and was talking a mile a minute. I don’t know why I thought change of life. I’d seen the look on her face before. Mainly when she came in my room to talk to me, right before or after my father would go out on a date. And a few times when she herself came home from a date in the wee hours of the morning.


There hadn’t been many of those times; I would say seven or eight since I was eleven. But when she did go out, she would sit on my bed with that look. I could tell when she came back home she was freshly fucked because her hair was always different than when she’d left. Each time she came into my room with her overcoat or fur still on, clutching onto it like she didn’t want to take it off because she was afraid that I could see through her clothes and notice someone had been suckin’ on her titties.


I have to admit, it was damn near unbearable to stand and listen to my mom when she started to get into all this gut-wrenching, heart-aching confessions about feeling as though she hadn’t been there for me. Then she dropped the bomb and let me know that she’d told my father he had to move out of our condo. That’s when I realized my mother was actually buggin’ the fuck out!


Don’t get it twisted. I really do love my mother. The World Trade attack scared the shit out of me, too. But shit, it’s the life we live and I refuse to let those stupid ass people who don’t give a damn about themselves, let alone me, force me to change the way I do things. They’ve been fucked up for a million years and it will probably be a million more before they wake up and realize their country is worth billions and can be used for good instead of so much evil.


Mom’s timing with this shit was just all wrong. I had things to do, important things. For one, I had scheduled to take the SAT one last time and I really didn’t need anything else on my mind. The last time I’d taken the test I was twenty points from a perfect score and I had planned to go in the test focused and ace that bitch before she’d decided to turn our household upside-down. For me, it was the worst decision she could have ever made. How could she tell my father to leave? Thomas was my rock. He’d always been. I love my mother to death, but my father is the one person in my life who I could open up and talk to without feeling as though I needed to watch what I said. Thomas always taught me to speak my mind with him without feeling guilty or in a box of submission. He was always there to help me with my most difficult decisions.


There was the one time, and I’m sure my mother still doesn’t know about this because my father promised me he wouldn’t tell her, that I thought I was pregnant and I didn’t know who the father was. I was in the tenth grade and my hormones had taken over. It seemed like every single minute of the day I was thinking about sex. I hadn’t even been sexually active for years after that first time because none of the guys at my school even came close to Thad. He knew things; at least enough to convince me to give it to him. But at the time of my hormone rage, my mind wasn’t thinking about someone who could make me feel good inside my mind. I wanted to feel good between my legs and all over my body. I tried to do everything I knew not to think about sex, but it seemed that every place I went, especially at school, it was the topic of discussion. The guys were talking about sex and the girls. I even overheard two female teachers one day on the way to their cars saying how much they needed some dick. I couldn’t handle the urge that kept making me jump and squirm every time I saw a cute guy, so I decided to act on my strong feelings twice in the same night, with two different guys—it was just that bad.


 


REGGIE WAS ABOUT SIX-ONE, light-skinned with brown wavy hair. We were in the same grade and had a lot of the same classes together. He played varsity basketball and had been getting letters from colleges since he was in the ninth grade telling him he was the best ball player in the city. Reggie had been talking shit to me every day at school. I mean he was talking so much that one day at lunch he had me literally soaking wet and if he would’ve tried to put his hands in my pants I would’ve just lain back and let him.


The other guy was Bill, but everyone calls him “Dollar.” He was a real slick, dark-skinned quiet nigga who I’d met one day in Times Square. I was at the movies with my girls when I first laid eyes on Dollar. We were standing in line waiting to get in the theater. He didn’t even pay me much attention, but when his boys started talking stuff to my girls, I got bold and asked him what his name was. He was acting all quiet and reserved like he didn’t care if he knew who I was or not. For some reason, that shit turned me on.


My hormones made me scandalous. One day I decided not to go to school. I’d told Reggie about my plan the day before. I’d told him to come over to my house at exactly ten in the morning; that way I could make sure both my mother and father were at work. When he came over, we knew what the deal was, so I just took him by the hand and led him up to my bedroom. Being with Reggie was good, but I quickly found out that he talked shit better than he knew how to screw. But it was cool because he stayed with me until about twelve and after a quick shower and thirty minutes later, I had Dollar knocking on my door waiting to get his piece.


Now Dollar knew what he was doing. He didn’t know that Reggie had just left but he acted like he did because he took time to get me back in the mood. Dollar touched all the right places with his tongue and was on top of me for about twenty minutes but made me explode three times. The next month I was scared that I was pregnant because I was three weeks late. I ran to Thomas and told him about it. My father didn’t react negatively or make me feel like I was a little slut. More than anything, he was concerned about my future. He called a doctor friend of his at his job and he gave me a pregnancy test. Before my father told me the results, he’d made me promise I would be more careful, which blew my mind. He didn’t make me promise not to have sex again; just to be careful. Luckily I was just late and I haven’t had sex since, even with my boyfriend nor have I been so wild or reckless messing around with these knucklehead niggas. Thank God. I guess I was just going through a little phase.


 


MY FATHER WAS MY MOTIVATION. I never told my mother because I didn’t want her to get jealous or upset that I went to him before her for things that I needed or wanted to talk about. And I never told my father because he just thought he was doing what good fathers do for their children. That’s why I was pissed off when he grabbed his last bag and left letting me know that he actually agreed with my mother. Granted, I could see if my mother wanted him to leave because he was one of those men who hung around the house all day playing video games, like a couple of my girls’ fathers. But my pops had it going on and was a fuckin’ role model in every sense of the word. He had a really good job, knew lots of important people, and was well-liked all over the city. When Thomas shut the door and left the condo, I went into my room and refused to talk to my mother for the rest of the weekend.


It wasn’t until Monday morning that I even laid eyes on her again, and she really had a lot of nerve trying to strike up a conversation with me.


“Hello, darlin’…will you be power-walking with me after school?” she’d asked.


I just hummed back my answer to her.


“That’s all I get is, umm…hmm?”


“Ummm, hummm,” I repeated.


“Did I miss something? Or should I prepare myself for this new language, baby girl?”


“Mom, really. You know I’m upset with you. So, please, just let me get through this, okay?”


“Still? After all this time?”


“It’s only been three days.”


“Well, if you need time, sweetheart, take all you want.”


“I talked with Dad last night.”


My words stopped Mom from pouring her morning coffee. “Wonderful. How’s he doing?”


“Mom…he misses me.”


“I’m sure he does. I would, too, sweetheart. To not see those pretty brown eyes every morning would be devastating to anyone. Don’t you know everyone I show your picture to thinks you look like that actress, Lisa Raye?”


“Whatever. Mom, why’d you do it?”


“Do what?”


“You know what. Make him leave. That was so foul. I miss having Daddy around.”


“Because, Clarke, that’s what he was. Just around.”


“That was a good thing.”


“Yeah, maybe for you. But I’m still not too sure about that. Your father needed to be more than just around.”


“I wasn’t complaining and I thought that was the reason for him being here in the first place, to be here for me? Now I have to go way across town every time I want to see him.”


“It was the reason, when you were younger, that we chose for him to stay here after our divorce because we both knew firsthand how difficult it is for a child in a one-parent home to excel.”


“I know, I know, I’ve heard it so many times before.”


“Well, it’s true. Besides, Thomas can come over to visit anytime he wants. Your father knows that.”


“Hell, if he does all that, he might as well move back in, don’t you think?”


“Look, Clarke, your father being here was not working, okay? There was no way I could’ve continued living like that. It wasn’t productive, nor setting a good example for you.”


“It was fine, Mom. You never heard me complain about it. So, let’s get things back the way they were around here so I can enjoy my senior year, okay?”


“No way, sweetheart. This is just the beginning.”


I really hated how that sounded and decided my mother was really bugg’n the fuck out.













Just Couldn’t Pass it Up.





Synthia




The very same night I came home from my office after talking with Byron, I was shocked to see my boss, Barbara Scotch, sitting on my couch all alone with a glass of red wine in her left hand and flipping through my daughter’s Source Magazine.


“Thought I was gonna have to spend the night.” She smirked.


“Excuse me?”


“I didn’t know if you were coming back or not. But I knew you had to come back eventually and I was prepared to stay as long as it took.”


“Just had to get some fresh air, Barbara. Why are you still here?”


“Well, I heard what you said earlier, loud and clear, Synthia.”


I plopped down in a chair across from her.


“And it makes sense.”


“Really?” I was surprised she understood.


“Yes, it did. That’s why I want to offer you a partnership in my agency. Right now, right this minute. What do you say?”


The smile on my face told her, “Hell, yes, I’ll take it!”


 


IT FELT SO GOOD a couple of weeks later when Barbara said to me, “Now that all the partnership paperwork and contracts are in order we can get down to business, partner.” I was thrilled to death and counting my blessings. When I made up my mind to go out into the world and establish my own company, it just so happens to fall in my lap. Barbara offered me a forty-nine percent stake in the company. I’d been working there for seventeen years. I’d helped build the agency and I would have been a damn fool to run off and start my own agency after the offer. The Barbara Scotch Agency already had name recognition; major books already under contract. The percentage in her agency would climb to eighty after she retired. The offer couldn’t have come at a better time.


I was determined to make our partnership work. I knew there would be so many other agents of color watching my work. I’d gotten calls all day from well-wishers who’d heard about the partnership. News travels fast in the publishing industry and it seemed as though the agency solidified our legendary presence in the world of publishing, which was a very good thing indeed.


Barbara Scotch; Irish-American, sixty-three years old, chain-smoker, fierce competitor, always wore her hairstyle in a ponytail, lined her eyes perfectly with dark eyeliner; and her passionate ruby-red lipstick that hugged her lips was definitely her trademark. Over the years my partner had made a killing in the publishing industry. She’d started out as a very small boutique agency in 1964, having already worked in the industry for almost ten years. Barbara had seen it all and signed some of the greatest authors and books while making a huge amount of money doing so. It was in the late seventies when her agency took off for stardom and the big-boy agencies in town began to give her the respect she was due.


When I first began working with Barbara as an associate agent I remember being so humbled working for her. I’d heard she had a few slots opening up at her agency and I had just talked four publishers into signing four of my no-name writers who I thought were very talented for substantial advances. Word spread around town like fire and when I went in to see Barbara about her openings, she hired me on the spot. When I began working at the agency, we had exactly eight associate agents with Barbara running the show. I watched it grow to forty-three associate agents and the agency involves itself in every facet of entertainment. Barbara was a hard-working lady, but to tell the truth no one ever went to her office close to closing time. Everyone knew how long-winded she was and her enjoyment to drag anyone she could out to a trendy bar to talk business for hours and chain-smoke her cigarettes. I had endured many nights out with Barbara because I wanted to pick her brain. There were many nights that we just talked as girlfriends, getting to know one another, which turned into a very strong relationship where we both respected each other.


 


“BARBARA, I WANT TO THANK YOU once again for offering the partnership,” I let her know while we were sitting in her office finishing up our paperwork for our new deal.


“Well, the writing’s been on the wall for a while now anyway. The decision to offer the partnership was a no-brainer. When I first hired you, I promised you good things would follow if you worked hard and, now, here you are.” Barbara was looking at me with proud eyes. I knew her partnership was truly heartfelt. “Now we can be the best Ebony and Ivory chicks on the scene,” she said.


I felt a burst of energy and motivation. “So, what’s on the agenda for our first official meeting?”


“I wanted to hand over the clients you’ll be personally responsible for, along with the associate agents and what they have on the front burner.”


I reached out to take the list from Barbara. Finally, the responsibility and leadership I had been striving for was about to touch my hand. I looked down at the list and realized it contained half of the agency’s roster. Millions of dollars of revenue and movie deals for clients that needed to be brokered. Collaborations to be considered and requests for author appearances.


“There’s loads of work to do, my darling,” Barbara sang. I think Barbara saw the questioning expression on my face while I read the roster. She sat up a bit in her chair. “Is there a problem, Synthia?”


“All of my clients? They’re all African-American or other people of color?”


“Umm-hmm, I thought I would let you handle all their accounts and I’ll make sure everything else gets done.”


“But?”


Barbara was quick to the punch; close to being rehearsed. “Don’t worry about it, our agency needs a good swift kick in the ass in the urban and minority accounts and I know you’re just the person to do it. Plus, I know as much as you do—some of our Black and Latino writers are becoming fuckin’ fed up having to relay every little detail about the facets of their writing to our agents so that the agents can turn around and go back to the editors at the houses who don’t know a damn thing about any culture outside of their own.” Barbara eased a bit in her chair. “You know, I was thinking that with this move maybe some of the houses will take a look at how our agency is split down the middle in ownership, then turn around and give our writers, editors that can relate to their culture. Of course it means hiring more minority editors. See, your speech about doing something worthwhile in life at your party did something to me also, Synthia.”


I could see Barbara’s point so I smiled and said, “Oh, so we’re going to become separate but equal? I’m feeling it—I think it could work.”


“Sure it can. Look, let’s flip the coin a bit. If there was a publishing house full of Black and Latino editors filled with a stable of our White writers, most of them would be calling here just the same about their clients asking us to get our authors to clarify the simplest things about culture as well. It works both ways. It’s the way of life, culturally speaking. I thought it would be different but in my view, after all these years, cultures still don’t know enough about each other. I’d be the first to admit to you, after work and on the weekends, I might not say one word to another person who isn’t like me. I’m talking about my color, my background, and that goes for church, too. And it’s not because I don’t like anyone outside my culture. It’s just the way we are. Tell me something? Do you have any white people that attend your church?” Barbara wanted to know.


I told her, “If we do, they joined right after the terrorist attack.”


“My point exactly.”


“I don’t have a problem with it. Honestly, I don’t. I was just looking forward to a little more rounded assortment of clients; that’s all. But, like I’ve said, change is good.”


Then Barbara really soothed my mind. “Of course, you’ll keep all of your clients no matter what their backgrounds. Plus, the whole enchilada will come in time, Synthia, and sooner than you think. I have been getting the urge to travel, if nothing else, go to my condo in Naples, Florida and at least sit on the deck and enjoy the fruits of my labor. Most of my friends are already down there. Working out, playing cards, doing just about anything they want. Maybe I can even get my bed rest there after I have my plastic surgeon to remove the bags from my eyes. Have you ever been to Naples, Synthia?”


Before I could answer her, our secretary buzzed in and told me there was an important call for me; the mega female rapper named Lil’ Shae.













Trust Me, I’m Okay With It.





Thomas Gage




Okay, I’ll admit. Some of my coworkers call me Poster Boy. It all started a couple of years ago when the company I work for, Consolidated Edison of New York, sponsored The Ebony Male Fashion Show for a benefit. For some reason, everyone from my company began to express how well I blended in with the male models and, before I knew it, Con-Ed decided to plaster posters all over the city of me, particularly in Times Square promoting the company, as well as the first black male ever to run their public relations office.


It’s not that I was bent out of shape about it. I think any man nearing fifty-three, who has been able to sustain middle-age midsection girth, keep bounce in his step, radiate confidence with his every movement without coming off overly arrogant or presumptuous, would somehow take the label all in stride. But seriously, Poster Boy had to take a little getting used to; especially when the guys busting your chops have known you for over twenty years. I don’t know what would have happened if they’d found out that both Hennessy and Jaguar called to see if I would be interested in an advertising campaign as a model. My job was special though. It was definitely high-profile. It was a no-nonsense job and I took myself as a no-bullshit businessman who wanted to do the best job possible. Being responsible for reassuring that electricity and gas would continue to flow in New York City is one huge task, and I was paid a very high six-figure salary to do so. I would say all in all, this small-town boy from North Carolina had done pretty well for himself.


 


I HAD JUST ABOUT COMPLETED GETTING MY OFFICE INSIDE MY CONDO INTO SHAPE, making it feel as comfortable as it was while living with my ex and my daughter Clarke. My Con-Ed Man of the Year award was centered perfectly behind my chair and my four Best Dad Ever plaques given to me by Clarke were directly on the wall in front of me. I never had been the type to bring much work home so my desk was nice and neat. Never more than my next two tasks would sit where I worked, along with my computer, phone, and a large calendar to help me keep track of appearances and meetings.


My new place was out on the East Side of the city on 63rd and York Street. It was very nice and upscale. I’d had my eye on the location for a while. I never knew how long Synthia and I were going to be able to keep up our “make friendly” relationship for Clarke. But I think we did a pretty good job for as long as we could, all things considered.


 


I COULD SMELL THE AROMA OF SOMETHING COOKING really nice in my kitchen, which was located down the hall. Clarke had surprised me, come over with a grocery bag and told me not to disturb her until she called, but I just had to go see what she was doing.


“Something smells really good in here, pumpkin. Did I tell you how much I loved you today?”


Clarke smiled up at me. “No, you sure haven’t.”


I kissed her on the cheek and said, “Well, I do love you. Look at this. I can’t believe I’m finally eating dinner in my own place.”


Clarke placed her hand on her hip. A red and white apron covered her jeans and T-shirt. “That’s right, Daddy, a home-cooked meal is what we both need. I can’t continue to meet you for dinner at those restaurants. Have you forgotten this is my senior year? I have a figure to maintain and that mad cow disease scares the shit outta me.”


What my daughter and I had going, I knew fathers envied, and probably some mothers as well. I don’t know how to explain it, but it’s truly a good feeling to know that your one and only child, your baby girl, thinks the world of you. The only thing that had gotten our relationship to that point was trust. I’d always wanted the best for Clarke and I did whatever I could for her to make her feel she was the most special person in my life. Time we spent together was not just about her homework or an after-school extracurricular activity. It was special.


Believe me; I didn’t know the first thing about raising a daughter. Shit, who does? When the doctor told Synthia our baby was a girl, I was in shock. I never thought for one second that I’d have a daughter. I always knew I’d have a boy. It got to a point when she was a little baby that all I did was look at her without saying much because I didn’t want to say the wrong thing. But as time went on I decided that I was going to be the opposite of most fathers, not be that played-out type of dad, and keep things as real as possible with her. Granted there had been times when Clarke’s teachers would complain that her mouth never stopped running and they even called me on the job. But, instead of going to the school and snatching Clarke out the class and spanking her, I would take her to Mickey-D’s, buy her all the fries she wanted, and let her talk to me. Yet, there have been problems that I’d like to really forget about. We have gotten past them, even though it was difficult for me to deal with. I tried my absolute best to handle it all without anger, spite, or judgment against by baby girl and it seemed to have worked out for the best in our relationship.


I moved in closer to see what Clarke had been doing in my kitchen. “Darling, you didn’t have go through all this trouble for your father. I’m glad that you did, but I would’ve been happy with a sandwich or soup and crackers even.”


“Daddy, soup and crackers? Maybe next time, but tonight something really good for you. Something that’s going to keep those eyes, and deep dimples that my girlfriends love so much, into shape. You know you should be eating more home-cooked meals because you’re moving toward old age. So all this good stuff is mandatory.”


“I have you know that I’m not a day over thirty-five and in excellent shape. Did I tell you…”


Clarke cut me off in mid sentence and began nodding her head at the song that I’d been telling her for years. “Yes, that you ran over five miles this morning?”


“Exactly, five point three,” I told her.


“So you say, big poppa. But I want you around for a long time. Eating properly when you’re around me from now on is top priority. Plus, tonight we need to talk.”


“Talk?”


“Yes, talk. Something we used to do quite often up until a few weeks ago.”
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