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Prologue



Tiffany L. Johnson

April

How could my life get any better? My family and closest friends were downstairs celebrating the groundbreaking of my new club, Teaz, which would be opening in less than five months. This venture had been a long time in the making. Now that the official renovation had begun, I was ready. I only had two months remaining before I left my PR position at Platinum Images. There was no more for me to learn about putting deals together or matching up clients with sponsors. I’d made thousands of dollars for clubs across the city, sometimes even tripling their business through my savvy promotions. Who knew, if this went well, I could open a club in New York, Miami, even L.A.

I walked down the hall toward the closet where I kept clothes specifically for my nightlife. I knew exactly what I’d wear—black suede knee-high boots with three-inch heels and my short red suede dress.

My parents had always told me that I’d be at the helm of some business. I had always been good at being in charge. I had to be the leader in everything, probably because it made up for my insecurities. I always felt that people thought I was too beautiful to be smart. To compensate, I always made sure my intelligence shined as brightly as the strange beauty I’d been blessed with.

The first thing I planned to do after I resigned from my job was cut off this long black hair that hung down my back. I needed to look older, more cutting-edge for my new role as a nightclub owner.

Even though this nightclub venture occupied most of my time, the most important thing in my life was my man, Malik. I was happily engaged to a man I was actually in love with. Not bad for a girl who came from a family of adopted kids.

Hell, Malik was probably the only thing in my life that I wasn’t in charge of. We usually met halfway on everything and if not, he would make the final decision and that was fine with me because he usually knew all the answers. Except about marriage and children. He’d been ready to get married right away and start working on a family. But I hadn’t been ready. The idea of being a club owner had begun to appeal to me, and there was no way I was about to let marriage and a child get in the way. I had Malik, and he was all I needed. So, I turned my eye toward my career.

My goal? To reign as Philly’s queen of the night.

Malik D. Skinner

I was so glad everyone was starting to leave the house. I’d promised my woman I would finish cleaning up while she got dressed. Tonight was important to her. It was also important to me because I wanted her new business, as well as our life together, to be a success.

Tiffany and I fell hard in love when we’d met four years ago. She was feisty and determined to be a successful publicist. Initially, she wasn’t interested in a relationship and definitely not marriage, but I knew if I kept at it I could win her over. The first thing that attracted me to her was her beauty. It was sad to say, but a lot of the beautiful women I’d met over the years who’d looked good on my arm at company functions didn’t hold a candle to Tiffany’s beauty. And certainly not her drive. My woman was not only fine but smart.

Tiffany stood about five and a half feet tall. With her straight hair, slanted eyes, and velvety black skin, she constantly had men swarming around her. I often teased her about being jealous of all the men, but she’d never given me a reason not to trust her. It was more realistic that I was the one who couldn’t be trusted. Women, especially white women at the law firm where I worked, were always coming on to me. I’d only slipped up once, on a business trip. It had been so tempting. Everybody had been drinking and mingling, and before I was aware of it, it was morning and I was waking up in someone else’s bed. But since then I’d been faithful to Tiffany. I refused to go into the marriage being a cheat.

Tiffany was the perfect woman for me and I didn’t intend to lose her. And Tiffany owning a club was about the best thing for my career. The crowd that followed her would certainly come in handy when it came time for me to run for office. Tiffany knew practically everyone in Philly, from both the wrong side and the right side of town. She was a take-charge type of woman, except when it came to something that involved me. At those times she could be flexible, and I was depending on that and her ability to keep a level head to get us through what was probably going to be our biggest hurdle—a secret I’d been keeping from her.

I stacked the dishes in the dishwasher and put out the recycle bin that was filled with liquor bottles from the night’s party. Once the house was empty I’d get to work on the brief I had to write for work and draft some letters. Being a senior litigation associate at Covington, Myers & Levin was sometimes a nightmare. The payoff would be when I made partner. But before working tonight, I had to talk to Tiffany’s sister, Kamille.

I wasn’t looking forward to talking with Kamille, but I had to get it out of the way. Kamille had certainly never bothered me about it—she actually ignored me. But I knew it was a weight hanging over both of our heads. Though it might have taken place years ago, the results of our actions were threatening to be a devastating blow to all of our lives. If I wanted to keep my eyes on getting a political office in this city, I couldn’t afford to have any dirt under my nails.

Kamille R. Johnson

I slipped into Tiffany’s downstairs bathroom so I could do my thing. Tiffany would have killed me if she knew, but after tonight I wasn’t going to do it anymore. It just made me feel so good. Almost like I could fly.

I was glad my parents had taken my boys home with them. I was hoping maybe I’d get lucky and be able to bring somebody home with me from the club later that night. That not having a steady man thing could be depressing, especially when the kids weren’t around to annoy me.

Dumping the contents from my purse, I searched for the tiny pill that would give me the spark I needed for the night. There it was, in my makeup bag. I unwrapped it and sat it on the back of my tongue, chasing it with a paper cup of water.

Combing my fingers through my freshly bronzed hair, I admired my body in the mirror. I adjusted my bra so that more than enough cleavage was showing, then turned around to check myself out from behind. I rubbed my hands up and down my cocoa brown leather pants that fit my ass like saran wrap. My looks were sure to have all those girls at the club hating on me just because. Shit, it wasn’t my fault that my skin was a creamy vanilla and I’d been blessed with thick, wavy, shoulder-length hair that wasn’t sewn in. I had no idea where it came from. What I did know was that men loved me.

A little more lipstick and I was ready. All I had to do was sneak out before Malik caught up with me. He’d been leaving me messages, sounding all desperate. Twice tonight he’d attempted to talk to me. But there was nothing to talk about. It didn’t matter. Didn’t he know that you should just let sleeping dogs lie? Why was he even sweating it?

Someone was knocking on the bathroom door…. Malik. I could hear his ass trying to whisper.

“Kamille, are you in there? Kamille, open the door.”

If he don’t get off that damn door he’ll spoil my high with his bullshit. I didn’t get what Tiffany saw in his square ass anyway. I guessed she liked the fact that he was a lawyer. She’d always been about status and I’d always been about family. And when it came to men, I’d always been about me.

Tiffany

I looked at Malik’s picture on my side of the bed. His two-tone brown face was accentuated by a dark mustache and goatee. I loved that man, and there was no doubt in my mind that he loved me, too.

When I got downstairs I planned to tell Malik that my mother and I had picked a date for the wedding. A June bride, that’s what I’d be. Nothing too extravagant. Maybe about one hundred people or so; neither one of us came from a big family.

I had a good network of people. Malik had been supporting me in my quest to open a nightclub even though I knew he’d rather I stayed in the public relations arena or maybe went for my master’s degree. But I wanted my own business, something I could control.

Then there was my crazy sister, Kamille. If I could just get her to stop being so wild, maybe I could introduce her to someone really nice who would be accepting of her and her children. It hadn’t been easy for her, raising three boys with three different fathers, but she’d done an excellent job. She’d been quite loose as a teenager, which was how she’d ended up with three sons by the time she was twenty-one. But our parents were always there for her, even though her life had turned out far different than they’d expected. She blamed all of her troubles on her biological parents, for whom she’d been searching since she was eighteen. Despite those wild teenage years, Kamille had done well for herself. She’d gotten her bachelor’s degree and was working as an account manager at the Philadelphia Parking Authority.

Second to Kamille was my girl DJ Essence, who’d been rocking the turntables in clubs from Philly to Los Angeles. I’d met Essence a few years ago when I was handling the Clubs Across Philly event. I couldn’t believe that a white female DJ could work the tables the way she did. When she went on break that night we’d shared a drink and she’d told me she’d been admiring me for a while. She’d noticed my style as I worked events around town and had been hoping to get the opportunity to work with me. From that night on we’d been hitting the clubs together. With her on board with Teaz there was no holding me back.

In the mirror I checked out my makeupless face and brushed my hair. I wished that I could wear more than lip gloss, but my skin was way too dark and I could never manage to apply the right shade of eye shadow on my chinky eyes.

I adjusted the belt on my dress, making sure it fit perfectly around my small waist. I was definitely not in a hurry to ruin my shape by having children. I wanted my breasts to sit up as long as possible and I surely didn’t want my hips to spread. It would be great to go without a bra tonight, but Malik would have a fit.

Sitting down at my vanity, I took the time to carefully select my perfume for the night. Most women had a shoe fetish or a purse fetish; mine was for perfume, finding and selecting exquisite and rare fragrances. I never wanted to have the scent of another woman. I loved the crystal bottles and the way the stems felt when they touched my skin. The soft sensual floral fragrance of Quelques Fleurs would be my scent for tonight. Mmmmm, how could Malik ever resist me?

I was ready to go out, but I had to admit I was feeling a little horny. After working late last night, Malik had disappointed me by falling asleep just when I was ready for him. Before we’d moved in together we made love all the time—we couldn’t get enough of each other. We’d both become so damn goal-oriented that sex had become an infrequent luxury.

Maybe I could get Malik to come up to give me a quickie. No, I had a better idea. I’d do what he told me should be my specialty. Yeah, that’s what I’d do, give him something to think about while I was out for the night. Then, when I got back, maybe we could engage in something a little kinky.

Licking my lips, I realized that I was definitely going to have to add some more gloss.

Malik

“Kamille, I know you’re in there,” I whispered against the closed door. “We need to talk.”

No answer. Okay, I was getting paranoid. What if somebody else had gone into the bathroom? They’d be wondering why I was standing outside it, waiting for Tiffany’s sister. But I was sure I’d seen her go into the bathroom, and everyone else had left. I planned to wait right there until she came out. Hopefully, Tiffany was still upstairs getting dressed. What the hell was Kamille doing in there?

I was just about to knock when I heard somebody coming, so I gave up and went back to the kitchen. It was empty except for the dog stretched out on the floor. I stepped over Bruiser’s lazy ass and went back to cleaning up. Behind me I heard a door open, and when I turned around, sure enough, it was Kamille bouncing out of the bathroom. I knew she’d been in there, ignoring me. What the hell was she so happy about?

“Kamille, we need to talk.”

“What the hell do you want?”

“You know what I want. We have to take care of this thing.”

“Malik, are you crazy? Why would you want to dig up some old shit?”

“It’s not so old that we can just forget it.”

“Yeah, well, judging from that ring on my sister’s finger, I consider the subject dead. Now, chill out.”

Tiffany

The living room was empty, so I assumed everyone had gone. Well, everyone but Kamille, that is, because we were riding to the club together. That’s if she hadn’t forgotten me. Malik was probably in the kitchen cleaning up. I doubted if my sister was helping him. Half the time I didn’t think they liked each other. Kamille was probably just a little too wild for Malik, and he a little too rigid for her liking. He was forever complaining about how she didn’t take care of her children properly. If it were up to Malik, every woman would be my clone.

Reaching inside the hall closet, I pulled out my short black raincoat and tossed it over the couch. I walked toward the kitchen, planning to whisper in Malik’s ear what I wanted to do to him. I paused just outside the kitchen. I could hear strong words being exchanged between Malik and Kamille. I couldn’t quite make out the specifics—their words were muffled. It almost sounded as if they were arguing. But why? And why was Bruiser growling? He never barked at Kamille and definitely not at Malik. Something was wrong. Then I heard Malik raise his voice.

“Damn it, Kamille. We’re not gonna ignore this any longer. I have a lot at stake here and I don’t want this hanging over my head.”

I started to walk into the kitchen and ask what was hanging over my fiancé’s head, but something told me that if I listened a bit longer, I’d find out.

“Look, Malik. Even if it is true, what can you do about it now? Just let the shit go.”

“For starters, we’re going to get tested. And depending on the results, we’ll tell your sister.”

“That’s bullshit. I’m not subjecting Kareem to no fucking test. And you’re damn sure not telling Tiffany.”

My heart raced as I tried to imagine what they were keeping from me. I was too frozen in my spot to walk into the kitchen. Was something wrong with Kamille? My nephew? Was someone sick? And even worse, were Kamille and Malik having an affair? I held on to the bookcase for support as I continued to listen.

“Malik, if you tell her, you’ll ruin everything. She’s so happy with you and this club. You can’t tell her, not right now. I’m begging you.”

My sister was pleading and Kamille didn’t do that.

“Kamille, you disgust me. Don’t you want the best for your boys? This could work out.”

“How? This is all about you, Malik. And what if he is yours? What do you want him to do, start calling you Daddy?”

My pulse quickened and I felt myself hyperventilating. I couldn’t catch my breath, but I had to move, immediately, and find out what they were talking about. I burst into the kitchen.

“Malik, what the hell is going on? Please, please tell me you’re not fucking my sister!” I begged, tripping over Bruiser as I made my way toward them. They didn’t answer fast enough. They just stood there in shock. Without thinking, I snatched up the first thing within reach, the blender. Unable to remove the pitcher, I grabbed the entire thing, pulling the cord from the wall along with its switch plate. I threw it at Malik’s head.

“Tiffany, what are you doing? Now, sit down so we can all talk,” Malik shouted, ducking out of the way before the mixture of piña colada crashed against the refrigerator.

“I told you! I told you not to do this,” Kamille screamed, her eyes wide with guilt as she covered her face with her hands.

“I don’t wanna talk. I wanna know what’s going on. Whose baby is whose, Kamille?” I said, fighting the urge to cry at their betrayal.

“Sis, it’s not like that. It was a long time ago.” My sister’s eyes brimmed with tears. She was always so emotional and weak. It took nothing to make her cry.

“You bitch. Get out of my house before I kill you!” I screamed at her, too furious to listen to her explanations.

Kamille wasn’t moving fast enough, so I looked around the kitchen for another missile. This time I picked up an open jar of Hellmann’s mayonnaise and hurled it in her direction. It slammed into the microwave before landing in Bruiser’s bowl. The dog scurried out of the way.

“Tiffany, just listen, damn it, before you go crazy,” Malik pleaded.

“Hell no! You get the fuck out, too.”

Scooping up the bowl of my brother’s homemade barbeque sauce, I tossed it Malik’s way. The bowl hit the floor, but not before the red sauce splashed and ran down the front of Malik’s favorite cashmere sweater. By now I was aiming anything I could get my hands on in their direction, including a bowl of pasta salad that broke the clock over the kitchen doorway.

“Please, sis, listen to Malik.”

I looked at her as my hand reached for the pineapple that lay half sliced on the cutting board. I threw that, hitting my sister on the shoulder.

Bruiser was barking frantically, jumping up on me, helping to turn the scene into a chaos-filled nightmare. Kamille tried to run out of the kitchen, but I grabbed a handful of her hair, spinning her around to face me.

“You low-life bitch. You’ll sleep with anybody, won’t you?” I said, spitting my words in her face.

Malik grabbed me from behind by the shoulders, pulling me away from Kamille. She wiggled out of my grip and ran crying from the house. I ran after her, picking up our Blues Man statue on my way out the front door. Just as she closed the door to her car, I threw the statue, creating a huge dent in the hood of her black Maxima.

Next it was Malik’s turn. I strode back into the kitchen, where he was picking up the broken glass. I was going to kill him.

“You bastard!”

“Damn it, Tiffany. Will you just sit down and listen so you’ll understand what—”

“Understand this, motha…” I said, lunging at him with a pair of scissors I’d grabbed from the utility rack.

He backed up against the basement door. “You’re going to hurt somebody. Calm down.”

“I’m not calming down until you get out my face. I hate you, Malik. How could you do this to me?” Instead of moving out of my way, he tried to grab my wrists and take the scissors from my hand. I wrestled with him, continuing to jab at him with the scissors until I cut into the sleeve of his sweater.

He pulled away from me and grabbed hold of his arm to stop the blood that came leaking out. He headed for the door but I was still not satisfied. I looked around for another way to hurt him.

“Tiffany, you’ve lost your damn mind!”

“Get out! Get out, you bastard!” I yelled, throwing the plant that sat on the windowsill over the sink. But he was already gone.

I rushed to the living room and slammed the door behind him. Bruiser looked at me, whining.

“What the fuck are you looking at?”

My eyes swept across the neat little living room that Malik and I had furnished. All I could think about was destroying it. I went around and threw every piece of framed art onto the floor, along with the statues and masks we’d collected. Within minutes the downstairs was in shambles, but I was still full of rage. I went upstairs to the second floor, which we’d recently renovated. I knocked over lamps, swept all the bottles of cologne from Malik’s dresser, and then moved on to my vanity. Without the least bit of hesitation, I used a wooden hanger to knock all my hard-found fragrances to the floor. If I’d had matches I would’ve set the entire place on fire. My gaze moved to the phone when it started ringing, the sound drilling into my head. So I went through the house and, one by one, I yanked the phones from the sockets.

When I’d exhausted myself and there was nothing left to destroy, I went back into the kitchen and found an unbroken bottle of Belvedere. I removed the cap, slumped into a chair, and gulped down its fiery contents.
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Hangover




It was almost noon when I found myself hanging off the living room couch. I wanted to sleep until Malik woke me and told me I’d had a nightmare. But when I looked around the ravaged room, I knew I hadn’t been dreaming. The reality was that I’d found out my fiancé and my sister had had a child together.

I tried to sit up, but my entire body was too heavy to move. I squeezed my eyes shut, but my head hurt too bad to let me resume sleeping. With much effort I managed to drag myself upstairs. I screamed when I saw all my prized perfume bottles broken and empty on the bedroom floor.

I went into the bathroom and stepped into the shower stall, not even realizing until I turned on the water that I was fully dressed in my clothes from the previous night. I peeled off the ruined suede boots, stepped out of my stockings and my soggy suede dress, and tossed them toward the trash can. I turned the knob and ran the water as hot as I could and when my skin began to burn I turned it to warm. Sliding down into the tub, I cried until the icy water drove me out.

I found Bruiser panting at the bathroom door, begging to go outside. So I put on my robe and returned downstairs to the kitchen. Broken dishes lying among puddles of barbeque sauce and mayonnaise…. Malik’s cell phone floating in the dishpan…. My God, I’d lost my mind! But didn’t I have the right?

Why had Malik and Kamille done this to me? I tried to recall what they’d said, which only caused my head to start spinning. I held on to the kitchen sink to steady the pain that had started to dig a hole in my belly. I screamed out to the empty kitchen, “Please, tell me this isn’t happening. Malik, why’d you do this?” My sobs racked my entire body. I looked around for somewhere to hurl the pain, but everything was already destroyed.

Gradually I realized someone was banging on the front door. I tried to ignore it, but the person was persistent, first pounding with the knocker and then ringing the bell. Surely Malik or Kamille didn’t have the nerve to return. I kicked the overturned plants out my way and peered through the peephole. Essence. I pulled open the door and saw that her expression reflected what I was feeling. It hadn’t been a nightmare. I sunk into her arms, sobbing.

“Baby, I’m so sorry.”

“Essence, please tell me why this is happening.”

She sat me on the couch and tried to soothe my cries. Her sympathy only made it hurt worse.

“It’ll work out.”

“How can you say that?” I asked, looking up at her, hoping that it could.

She searched for a tissue to wipe the tears and mucus that ran down my chin, all the while trying not to gawk at the ravaged house that had always been kept neat.

“I spoke to Kamille,” she said softly, as if my sister’s name might ignite a fury in me.

Falling back onto the couch, I told her, “I don’t wanna hear nothing they have to say. You hear me?”

“Tiff, just listen, okay. Kamille called me last night, and she really feels bad about all this. You gotta realize this happened a long time ago.”

“It doesn’t matter when it happened. Don’t you understand? Malik is my nephew’s father. He slept with my damn sister, Essence.”

“You can’t be so sure of that. At least not yet. Malik told me they plan to get a DNA test.”

“He called you, too?”

“No, he came to see me last night at El Vez.”

“For what?” I asked, knowing that Malik didn’t do the club scene unless he was accompanying me.

“Malik loves you, Tiffany. You know that. He’s devastated that you found out this way.”

“Are you crazy? I can’t believe you’re taking up for them. They betrayed me, Essence.” I sat there shaking my head and crying while Essence rubbed my back.

“Listen, sweetheart. You know what? You’re right, they did keep a terrible secret from you, but you can’t let it destroy you and you damn well better remember that we have a club to open. You know you’re gonna have to talk to them at some point.”

“Look, Essence. This is too much for me to think about right now. The club, them, my nephew. Let’s just talk about this later, okay? Now, go on and get out of here so I can try to get myself together.”

“You sure you don’t want me to help you clean up?” she asked, picking up an overturned lamp. “What about a cup of coffee?”

“No, I’ll be fine,” I lied, ignoring the debris and opening the front door for her.

But when she left all I could do was lie on the couch crying. I knew I was far from fine and seriously doubted if anything in my life would ever be right again.

After I’d wrung myself dry of the seemingly endless tears, I managed to get dressed. By habit I got in my truck and drove around the corner to the Coffee Room Café at Twenty-sixth and Pennsylvania Avenue. It was where Malik and I went every Saturday morning for breakfast.

I wasn’t in the mood for chatting with the familiar waitress, and she got the message when I mumbled my order and refused to look at her. I needed to make sense of what had happened in the last twenty-four hours. I popped two Tylenol and chased them with coffee, scalding the roof of my mouth trying to drink the liquid too hastily.

I thought about my younger sister. We were best friends and probably as close as sisters could get. We confided everything in each other, yet she’d held back about her relationship with Malik. As I stared out the window onto East River Drive, I just couldn’t fathom how Malik had become Kareem’s father. Kamille had told my parents and me that the young man who’d fathered Kareem when my sister was seventeen had gone to jail right before Kareem was born. She’d only been seeing him for a few months before she became pregnant. And whenever I’d asked about Kareem’s father, she said he was still incarcerated.

But who knew, maybe there never was another man. Maybe that had just been a story she and Malik had concocted so as not to ruin his budding career and now our relationship.

And Malik, as far as I knew, had never cheated on me. If he had, he’d been damn good at it. I used to believe he loved me, but maybe he didn’t. Right now I didn’t know the answer to anything.

My racing thoughts were making me crazy, as was my ringing cell phone. I looked at the number. It was Malik calling me from his car. There was no way I was answering it.

I was just about to leave when I noticed a black Lincoln Town Car bearing municipal tags conveniently parking in a no-parking zone. I prayed it wasn’t anyone we knew. When the driver’s door swung open I saw that it was G-dog. Damn it, he was a pain in my ass.

Gregory D. Haney III, also known as G-dog, was a patron of every club in the city, so needless to say our paths crossed on a regular basis. To make matters worse, he never missed the opportunity to flirt with me. To add to his self-importance, he boasted he was the biracial son of Philadelphia’s powerful new district attorney. I’d seen his father on TV several times. A sharp dresser with striking features, he was known as a ladies’ man, and his son liked to think he was, too.

I kept my eyes on G-dog as he strolled through the door. I tried to figure out a way to slip out of there without being seen. For the first time I noticed that he wasn’t particularly tall, barely six feet and kind of squatty, but handsome nonetheless, with his high-yella complexion and short curly hair. At the clubs he always wore a baseball cap and jeans, but now that he was probably coming from his job at the Department of Recreation, he wore a button-down sweater, khakis, and a brown leather jacket.

After a few moments I realized there was no way I was going to get out of the café without him seeing me. While he stood talking with the cashier, I pushed my chair back and was about to get up when he smiled and made his way to my table.

“What’s up, Tiff? You look like you had a rough night,” he commented, pulling out a chair to sit down across from me.

Damn, I’d forgotten to bring my sunglasses to cover my swollen eyes. I lowered my head. I was sure I looked like hell.

Coughing to clear my throat, I said, “What’s up, G-dog? I was just about to get outta here.”

“You don’t have to brush me off. I just wanted to say congratulations on the club,” he said, reaching across the table to shake my hand.

“Oh, uh, thanks.”

My hands were shaking and my eyes were welling up. I used the back of my hand to wipe the tears away, hoping G-dog hadn’t noticed.

“Safe to assume that nigga Malik been treating you well?” he asked, looking down at the two-carat diamond ring I wore.

Malik was well known in Philadelphia as a rising star because of his fast-growing legal and political career. He’d been praised in the Legal Intelligencer for his battle with the DA’s office when they’d wrongly accused one of Malik’s clients of the Fenton Street murders. Malik had gotten the case overturned, so he was far from being a friend of the district attorney.

My mind drifted as I remembered how Malik had surprised me with dinner at McCormick and Schmick’s to celebrate with him. Before I knew it, tears fell onto my cheeks.

“Yo, what’s up? What’s wrong?” G-dog asked, lifting up my chin with his hand.

I shook his hand off. “I’m fine.”

“Well, a brother can see that’s a touchy subject. Anyway, even though you didn’t invite me to your groundbreaking, I’d still like to lend you my assistance with anything you need from me or my father’s office.” He placed his business card in my hand.

Didn’t he realize yet that I wanted nothing to do with him?

My cell phone rang again, this time in unison with G-dog’s cell phone. I refused to answer, but while he answered his call I scrolled through my list of missed calls: Kamille, twice; Essence, once; Malik, three times from his office at Covington, Myers & Levin, and twice from his car.

G-dog hung up and said, “Well?” He pointed at his business card laying in front of me.

“I don’t think I’ll be needing you or your father for anything,” I answered, as my fingers rapidly tapped against my coffee mug.

“I wouldn’t be too sure of that. Looks to me, by those swollen eyes, that you don’t know what you need.”

I didn’t want the pain I was in to be that obvious. There had to be some way for me to get this under control. I didn’t want to put my professional future in jeopardy.

I snatched my purse off the back of my chair and said, “Go to hell, G-dog,” and walked out of the restaurant.

After driving back to the house, I went upstairs and lay across the bed trying to make sense out of how I’d lost control of my life. Up until now everything had gone as I’d planned it. How could I not have known about Malik and Kamille? There had to have been a sign, some passing affection. This was not the love I’d planned for. Love, at least my love with Malik, was not supposed to hurt. The relationships I’d had in the past had been meaningless and never affected me like this when they ended. Malik and I had been perfect, but now he was no better than all the other losers I’d dated before him.

Two hours later I woke up to Bruiser’s barking outside my window. When I walked to the top of the stairs, I found Malik standing at the bottom.

“What do you want?” I asked, too exhausted to fight with him.

“Tiffany, we need to talk. Why haven’t you returned my calls?”

I laughed. “You gotta be kidding.”

I walked down the stairs to let Bruiser in the house, but rather than let me pass, Malik held on to my arm.

“Tiffany, your sister and I are getting a blood test to settle this thing.”

“You and my sister deceived me from the time I met you. Even if you’re not Kareem’s father, do you think that I’d still want to be in a relationship with you?”

“Tiffany, I love you. I don’t want your sister or anything that comes with her. The first time you introduced me to your sister I didn’t even remember who the hell she was.”

“You’re saying you’re not going to play daddy? Then I guess you are the piece of shit I thought you were.”

“Woman, don’t you understand? If I can’t have you, then I don’t want anything to do with your sister or your nephew.”

His cruel words were painful and confusing. How could he talk so harshly about Kamille and the child he’d fathered? Tears began to roll down my cheeks before I could swallow them to speak.

“Tiffany, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that. You know I’d take care of any child that belongs to me. But I can’t let you go. I love you. I swear I won’t let you go.”

He tried to hug me, but when I stood stiff in his arms he dropped them and lowered his head. He was hurting, too, but he deserved it. I could tell by his swollen and red eyes that he hadn’t slept and that he’d probably been crying.

“Malik.”

He looked up, hopeful.

“I want you out of my house and out of my life.”

“You’re going about this all wrong, Tiffany. You’re not even giving me a chance to explain. This isn’t like you, reacting like this. Please don’t do this to us.”

“Really? You have me so figured out. So damn methodical, am I? Well, that’s over.”

“I can’t deal with you when you’re not making sense,” he said, then walked out the front door.

I wanted to run after him and scream and yell until the pain went away, but I didn’t want my nosy neighbors to think I was crazy. Once his car was gone I tried to put the house back in some order, but my efforts seemed useless. After a few moments my cell phone rang. I saw my sister’s number come up, so I hit DECLINE. She called again. On the third ring I snatched up the phone.

“Leave me alone, Kamille. I don’t want shit to do with you! You’re a dirty whore,” I screamed into the mouthpiece.

“Tiffany, what is going on? Malik told me you tore up the house.”

It was my mother.

“Mom, don’t get in the middle of this. You have no idea what’s going on.”

“You’re talking crazy. Are you on drugs? Your sister wants to talk to you.”

“Tell my sister to kiss my ass!”

“Don’t you use those words with me, Tiffany Johnson. I didn’t—”

Click. I hung up.

I’d had enough of everybody’s input. It was Saturday night and I needed to get out of the house and go someplace where I wouldn’t be noticed and wouldn’t have to talk about business or my personal life. If I didn’t get out of the house, I would explode.

I phoned Essence, and when she told me what club she was at I frantically drove down the expressway to South Philly to join her. She was easy to spot in one of her signature fedora hats, sitting at a table at the Pousse Café. As usual, Essence was surrounded by women, bopping her head to the sounds of Beyoncé belting out “Dangerously in Love.” She reveled in being the center of attention, so deejaying was the perfect job for her. Essence was probably the only white female DJ with such a large black following. Just like male DJs who picked up women, Essence had the pleasure of picking up both men and women. When she was on the turntables, all eyes were on her and nobody saw color.

Her groupies dispersed when I walked up and slid into the booth.

“Damn, girl, you look bad,” she stated, looking me over before hugging me.

“Malik came back to the house tonight.”

“Good. Did you talk with him?”

“I asked him to move out. What are you drinking?” I asked, sipping from her glass.

“Tiff, you’re moving too fast. Don’t you want to wait till the tests come back?”

The waitress came over and took our drink orders.

“What is it with everybody? I’m not the one who was out fucking around.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you. It’s just that I don’t want everything to be ruined.”

“I’m not letting them ruin anything. I’ll get through this. Hell, maybe I’ll find me somebody to sleep with,” I said, as I surveyed the room filled with gay women.

“That’s bullshit. Not on my watch.”

The waitress reappeared with our drinks. I held my glass up to hers and for the next hour we drank shots of tequila.

By 11:00 P.M. I’d managed to get wasted and was ready to join in the fun everyone else seemed to be having. For the first time I was aware of the variety of women available when you’re in a club where it’s always ladies’ night. These women were sensual and totally uninhibited in the way they danced. I could clearly see why Essence boasted that she loved men, yet craved women. And right now I craved them, too.

Essence left me to go dance with a curvaceous woman I’d seen her with before. After I sat alone nursing my drink, a sister asked me to dance, so I sashayed my black and half-drunk ass onto the small dance floor. I was having such a good time that after three songs I’d actually forgotten about my broken heart. And that’s when a woman who’d been eyeing me stepped in between me and the sister I’d been dancing with. I was so sweaty and drunk that I had to lean against her to stay on my feet.

“This your first time here, sexy?”

“Nope,” I answered, as I turned around in search of Essence. I spotted her onstage with three women vying for her attention.

“You wanna get down?” she asked in my ear over the loud music.

“Sure, whatever.” I’d always wondered what foreplay with a woman was like.

She grabbed my hand and I followed her into the ladies’ room. She opened the door to one of the stalls and we squeezed inside.

“Damn, you’re black, but you’re fine as hell,” she said, running her hands over my hips.

I couldn’t count the many times I’d heard that line. I wanted to tell her she was the one who was sexy, with her pierced belly button and tank top that read LUCKY across the front.

I moved closer, gyrating my body against hers.

“I’d sure like to get in those panties tonight,” she said, as if she were a man seducing me. Her throaty voice made it sound even more enticing.

With her hot breath against my ear, she asked, “What’s your name, Black Angel?”

If she didn’t already know who I was, I wasn’t about to tell her. In order to stop her questions I pressed my lips against her open mouth, then pulled away, surprised at my own aggressiveness.

“Shit, I can see I got me a little hottie tonight, eh? We gonna have some fun.”

I kissed her again, but this time she clasped her hands around the back of my neck and moved her tongue around my mouth until I didn’t want to pull away.

“You here with anybody?” she asked.

“Just you and me. Isn’t that enough?” I answered, before placing my hand over her breast and squeezing it.

“Not too rough, honey. Here, this will make it easier for you,” she said, lifting her shirt and gently placing my hand on her naked breast.

“Go ahead, suck Mommy’s titties,” she said, pushing her breast toward me.

I hesitated at first, but then bent my head and flicked my tongue around her pink areola. It was so soft and spongy that I opened my mouth and took in as much as I could. I almost wanted to laugh because it felt like I was sucking on a marshmallow.

“Girl, you’re good. Now, here, take a little of this.”

I let her wet breast slide out of my mouth and held my head up to see what she was giving me. Under her fingernail was some white powder. She dabbed it onto my tongue, numbing it. I assumed it was cocaine.

With her hands in my hair, she lifted my face to hers and stuck her tongue deep in my mouth. The only thing different from kissing a man was that there was no mustache to tickle my lips or beard stubble to scratch my face. I wondered what other parts of her body might be soft where a man’s were hard. She must’ve known what I was thinking, because she put her hand under my skirt in search of my thong. I followed her lead by putting my hands between her legs in that hot spot in the fold of her jeans.

I was so wrapped up with my own desire to get lost that I paid no attention to the noise from the club when the bathroom door opened. That is, until I heard Essence talking on the other side of the stall door.

“Just stay still. Won’t nobody know you’re in here,” the woman said, her fingers reaching that tender spot right beneath the opening of my vagina.

“Tiffany, I saw you come in here. Now, I’m giving you one minute to get out here before I kick the frickin’ door in.”

“Fuck her, baby, you gotta do you.”

I looked at the woman, who probably could’ve brought me to climax. She was clearly annoyed that we had been interrupted.

“Leave her alone,” she shouted back to Essence.

But she had no idea what a crazy white girl Essence was, so rather than cause a fight I pulled away and unlocked the stall door.

“What do you want?” the woman asked from behind me.

“Bitch, are you crazy, messing with my people? If I see you near her again I will kick your ass,” Essence warned, knocking the bag of coke from her hand.

The woman immediately backed down.

I tried to defend myself. “Essence, you can’t tell me what to do. I’m a grown woman.”

“Well, check this out. I’m taking your grown ass home. Now, let’s go,” she demanded, yanking me out of the stall.

Once we were in my truck I begged her not to take me back to my house in Brewery Town. She agreed, and instead drove me to her home in University City. When we got inside her apartment I went to the refrigerator to look for something to drink, then followed her to her bedroom.

“Tiffany, listen, I know you’re hurting, but you can’t go around acting like this, drinking and making out with dykes and shit. It’s not going to change anything. I mean, it’s just not your M.O. Pretty soon you’re gonna have to talk to Malik and Kamille.”

“Aww, shut up. Don’t nobody know how I feel,” I said, watching as she undressed, still wondering what it would feel like to have sex with a woman. “Make love to me, Essence.”

“Bitch, you’re drunk. You don’t know what you’re talking about. Take your ass in the other room and go to bed.”

“I don’t care what you say, somebody will make love to me tonight.”

“Go to sleep,” she said, and climbed into bed.

As soon as I lay across the bed in her guest room, thoughts of Malik and Kamille started racing through my head and killing my tequila high. Maybe he liked my sister better than me. Maybe her lovemaking was able to keep him awake at night. My sister was always bragging about how good she could work her body during sex, that she could make a man whimper. Had Malik been one of those men?
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