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From literary icon and Essence bestselling author of Imagine This and Dirty Red comes forth the classic urban novel that launched Vickie Stringer’s wildly successful career—Let That Be the Reason. This is the remix. Based on Stringer’s real-life experiences, this epic tale has changed the face of contemporary literature and continues to resonate and provide voice to thousands of urban readers as a cautionary tale of will and redemption.

Pamela Xavier is a young woman left for dead by her drug-dealing boyfriend, Chino. With stacks of bills, no food in the fridge, and a baby on the way, Pammy turns to the streets for survival. Her back against the wall, Pammy relies on her alter ego, Carmen, to guide her through the male-dominated game and to achieve what she thinks will buy back her life and her happiness: money. In no time, Carmen graduates from call-girl service to leader of a major drug cartel—all to raise her son so he may never know her same pain and struggle. But with money on her mind, Carmen soon realizes that the perilous choices and consequences of the game come at a much higher cost than she could ever have imagined.

Let That Be the Reason in this collector’s edition, including additional chapters and dialogue, is a true-to-life saga of a woman’s love, ambition to survive, forgiveness, and salvation.
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VICKIE M. STRINGER is the author of the Essence bestsellers Dirty Red and Imagine This. She is the publisher of Triple Crown Publications, one of the most successful African-American book publishers in the country and abroad. She has been featured in magazines and newspapers such as The New York Times, Newsweek, Essence, and Black Expressions. She lives in Columbus, Ohio, with her two children.
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“Hello, may I help you?”

Click.

Ring… ring.

“Hello! May I help you?”

“You got any girls that speak Greek?”

“No!”

Click.

What did he mean by that?

It was my first day answering the phones—my phones. I could not believe I had actually started my very own escort service.

I was living in a very expensive two-bedroom apartment with my only child, my beautiful son. He was seven months old at the time. My stacks of bills were getting taller and taller by the day, but there was no help from his father or his father’s family. It was rough. I refused to ask for help from my own family because I had too much pride. When I was forced to go on welfare, it broke my spirit, but my son needed medical care. So I did what I had to. I was struggling to maintain the lifestyle I’d had with his father, Chino. Which led me right to tricking and the escort service.

Chino was a self-made millionaire. Okay, maybe not a millionaire, but he was paid. He was a big-time drug dealer, so we had plenty of material things and a ghetto-fabulous lifestyle. That came to a harsh end, and now he has a new wife and a new life.

Chino and I had been owners of an exclusive, full-service hair salon that we built from our vision… our dreams. The space we rented was in an up-and-coming shopping plaza on Columbus’s east side. It started as drywalls and cement floors. I can remember the excitement we felt as we watched the salon take shape and evolve into the vision we shared. On a daily basis, I walked the square footage of the salon planning, dreaming and envisioning what it would become. By night I browsed magazine layouts with the desire to duplicate the sleek images on the pages. With passion and complete faith, I communicated my particulars to the contracting team.

After months of hard work, our salon was finished—its black-and-white color scheme blended with state-of-the-art salon equipment to form our stylish yet practical enterprise. We included everything a salon should have: European-style shampoo bowls with padded recliners, marble countertops and inlays to hold hair products, silver cage towel holders and brass magazine racks placed within reach of the clients seated at the dryers. We installed individual oversized dryers with see-through hoods, which lined the west wall of the salon. In the reception area sat an oversized black lacquer desk with a fresh-cut flower bouquet. To show our clients that we appreciated them, we placed a counter stocked with complimentary snacks by the entrance.

Our salon was fit for the pages of a trendsetting magazine. It was the first of its kind in Columbus, Ohio, something the city had never seen. And we did this together. One could not have succeeded without the other. We were a team, and L-O-Quent Hair Salon was our dream. A dream that came true.

One of my numerous opening duties included wiping the fingerprints and smudges off the windows from the faces pressed against the glass the previous night of people peering inside to behold the transformation of the salon. We put over $50,000 into that place. Well, he did, because after all, it was his money. But it was my sweat and stress that pulled it all together.

I can remember Chino and me in the salon, when we had it all finished. We were alone, holding hands and walking around feeling the rush. Chino said, “Look, Pooh, we did it!”

Breathlessly I said, “I know, it is so beautiful. Thank you. Are you proud?” I always needed his approval. His opinion was everything to me.

“Pooh, I am so proud of you. It looks great. Let’s put on some music.” He turned on the Sony surround-sound system and jazz floated through the air.

After turning off the lights, he took me in his safe and reassuring arms, and we danced on the shiny checkerboard floor. I tingled from his touch and felt as if I were floating. At that moment, success was already ours and I knew there were even more remarkable things to come. The business partnership was only one facet of our commitment to each other. We knew that together, the sky was the limit. Chino and I even hoped to open an all-inclusive day spa if L-O-Quent was successful.

I became accustomed to the financial and emotional stability he offered, and to top it off, we had been discussing marriage. I was on cloud nine and ready to seal the deal. Pammy and Chino together forever. Whoever said that forever meant for life was a damn fool because my “forever” ended sooner than later.

I began noticing a change in Chino. He began to distance himself from me and what we had created together. I figured he was under a lot of stress and hoped that what he was going through was only temporary. After all, I was his Pooh.

Three years later, my whole life came crashing down. I sold my dream salon for only $20,000. A small fraction of what it was worth, but I was thankful for even that price since I had no money left. During our breakup, I allowed the salon to fall apart. Everything was jeopardized; the phone, lights, water—all threatened to be turned off. But the staff kept working, anticipating my return to work. I refused to go in and was unwilling to take phone calls from the stylists seeking answers. I had none. Unable to face them and deal with my situation, I walked away.

The breakup was humiliating. I escaped to my mother’s home for solitude, and I let go. I recklessly sped through money like everything was a bad dream and wasn’t real. I wanted to believe that my Chino wouldn’t do this to me. Not to me! We had everything, or I should say, he had everything. I was just the temporary beneficiary. After Chino left, to add more fuel to the fire, he refused to give me any support at all. Bastard! Alone for the first time in many years, I needed to learn to budget and to pick up other commonsense skills I had not developed under Chino’s controlling rules.

How could he be so cruel? I have asked myself this many times. How could he be unwilling to lend support to his son? Whatever the circumstances surrounding our breakup, he should not have allowed our child to suffer. That was not the man that I had fallen deeply in love with. This Chino was a stranger to me. His cold indifference toward my situation made me feel like I never meant anything to him, and that the child we shared was nothing more than an inconsequential result of a night’s passion. He was obviously punishing me by withholding support, but why?
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“Chino, I can’t deal with this shit! Bitches callin’ the shop looking for you. What’s up with that?”

“What are you talking about? I’m right here, right now, with you. I can’t even walk in the door without you stressin’.”

“Darling, it’s three motherfuckin’ a.m. What am I supposed to say, ‘How was your day?’” As easily as he had come into our home, he snatched up his coat and car keys to leave. Not wanting him to go but to stay and discuss how we had come to this, I asked the obvious: “Where are you going?”

“Out!”
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As much as I was overwhelmed by feelings of vulnerability, I was even more compelled by maternal instinct. The survival of my child was what mattered most. Flat broke, I was unable to provide for him. My family had given me enough “I told ya so’s,” so I couldn’t go to them. I needed money, and fast. I got a Sunday newspaper and began a diligent job search.

I was qualified for a little of everything because of my work at the salon: public relations, decision making, accounting, problem solving, and so on. Problem was, I had no “paper” to substantiate that fact. The importance of a college degree became apparent, and I immediately regretted not continuing my college education. I became a college dropout the day I met Chino. How could I trade in college so easily for a life of uncertainty? Only someone who has never met Chino would ask this question. He could persuade you that the sky was green when you knew it was blue. The gift of gab was what this man possessed, and eventually, he possessed me, too. It’s called selling a dream, or in my case, purchasing one.

Blinded by my first love, I bought into his ideas about how our life should be. At age seventeen, his words filled my heart and I abandoned my courses for his vision for the family—his family—the Triple Crown Posse.

I went on several interviews at fast-food joints and for secretary gigs, but no one called back. I couldn’t fully understand why. I had run a very successful salon. I had won hair show competitions and was even on TV because of it. I’d had a full staff of outstanding stylists and two receptionists. I’d sold hair products, clothes, makeup and more. Why am I not qualified?

In my desperation and embarrassment, I returned to the cosmetology industry. It was difficult for me to work in someone else’s salon since I had been a successful owner of my own business. But I had to feed my son, so I did it. Every day, customers wouldn’t allow me to forget that I was a has-been.

“Didn’t you own L-O-Quent?” a snobby woman with a mud mask inquired.

“What?” I replied with obvious contempt for the question.

“Did he take it from you?” someone else would ask.

“Did Chino take your salon from you?” The questions seemed endless.

They cut close to home because they all seemed true. Basically, I lost my salon over a piece of ass and a nervous breakdown. I discovered Chino was having an affair while I wore an engagement ring that I thought symbolized our bond. Chino wanted to betray me, and I wanted to escape the pain. Ultimately, he let go of me, and I simply let go of everything.

On the outside, I acted indifferent about it, but inside, it tore me into tiny little pieces that are still not together and may never be. But I had to go on, and I pray that one day I can let go of the pain for good and move on for the sake of my son.

I did well in this other person’s salon, and my confidence grew. After a few months, I could walk into work and not feel badly about myself. I was healing.

It wasn’t long before the salon owner began to demand longer hours from me. She was a very insensitive boss. I’d been a boss once and I knew the difference between reasonable and unreasonable demands. I had an infant and his day care closed at 5:30 p.m. I had no sitter for him; my mom lived in Michigan, the next state over. I had put all my trust in Chino and got burned, so I was reluctant to set myself up for another letdown by trusting other people to take care of my son. I quit working at the salon and began to do nails at home. The hours worked better, but I wasn’t earning enough money. For a normal lifestyle, it was enough, but what was normal for me? In my former life, the word “budget” was not in my vocabulary. I wasn’t used to worrying about rent, utilities, clothing and car maintenance. Welfare covered the food, but eating bologna when you’re used to eating prime rib is a big adjustment. Life with Chino was like “Whatever my Pooh wants, she can have.” Chino gave me the luxury cars, the expensive jewelry, and he kept a roof over my head. He took me on spur-of-the-moment vacations to Vegas and Mexico and on romantic getaways when he thought he hadn’t been paying enough attention to me. He would have paid someone to wipe my ass if that’s what I wanted. Going from being the center of his world to being shit on wasn’t something I thought would happen in my wildest nightmares.

With the demands of single motherhood and day-to-day living, I began sinking further into debt, all the while trying to live the lifestyle to which I was accustomed, hoping Chino would come back. I began to pawn things to get back on track. I even sold my son’s bedroom set to a children’s resale store. Yes! It was like that. So I returned to the newspaper with the hopes of finding something… anything that would help me live outside my definition of poverty. With tears in my eyes and a weight on my heart, I read: HELP WANTED. START TODAY. ESCORT. GREAT MONEY. I thought, Can I “date” someone for sex? It repulsed me, but desperate times call for desperate measures, so I called.

A man named Tony answered the phone and was so convincing. Tony was a smooth talker. When I informed him of what I already knew about escort services, he didn’t deny or confirm anything. Instead he dangled the carrot of unlimited income in my face. He told me that most of the girls made a minimum of a grand a day. That did it. I took the bait and he reeled me in. I went to the address Tony provided and was disappointed that I did not find a building like in the movies, all glamorous and glittery. Instead, I found a house in the ghetto off Cleveland Avenue, and here I was in my nicest suit.

Tony had the look of a retired playboy, with a body that seemed like it used to be in shape. He had a few cuts on his arms that were visible as he took drags on his cigarette. He had handsome, light hazel eyes, but some facial scars like he had gotten his ass whipped a time or two. He had a way with words, using them to get his way. I knew it was a game. Chino had taught me a lot about smooth talkers. Not enough to outsmart him, but enough for me to spot a con. He’d say, “Pooh, game recognize game.” But I was desperate; the perfect mark, so I went for it.

Tony said, “You can make two hundred in fifteen minutes.”

That’s $800 an hour, I calculated quickly.

We talked while the phones rang like crazy. As I sat there, he described me to a caller.

The money got me moving. I went to what is called an outcall. An outcall is when the girl goes to the guy, known as a “john.” The address was a hot tub rental place, and when I pulled up in front of the building, my heart sank to the pit of my stomach. Feelings of shame swarmed over me until goose pimples surfaced on my arms. Dirty, filthy, tramp-like visions played tricks on my mind.

Please, I don’t want to do this, God, help me. Chino, where are you? I am about to sell my pussy. Having sex for money—something I vowed I would never do. Now look at me, I am a whore. I am a prostitute.

I thought about my mother. What would she think? What would she say if she saw her youngest child, Pamela, doing this? I was raised to be better than this. Educated in the Catholic parochial school system, college-bound and geared for success. Small tears began to roll down my face, and I wiped them away, careful not to smudge my makeup.

The client peered out the window, noticing me in my Jeep. I took a deep breath and then another one. I closed my eyes and formed a vision in my mind to focus on. I saw my son with new clothes on. I saw the stack of bills on my kitchen counter getting smaller. I saw the eviction notice torn into small pieces as I wrote a check for my rent. Then I saw me smiling. I knew what I had to do.

I opened the car door, plastering a fake smile on my face, and walked toward this old, stinky, fat white man. He had requested a hand job for $150 or a blow job for $250. I went for the hand job. Stinky flopped down in the chair behind a cluttered desk. He asked me to model for him. Turning around in a slow circle, I felt his eyes on my backside. They felt stuck on my ass. Rolling my eyes out of his view, I then turned toward him with a Chester Cheetah–like smile on my face. I kneeled between his legs, looking up at him and thinking that his exposed dick looked like a piece of raw bacon. He began to rub his dick, stroking it up and down. Then he reached out to touch the side of my face with the same hand he had used to caress his two-inch hard-on. I instantly wondered, How can I sterilize my face?

He said, “Blow on my cock, baby, make me cum.” I blew on his dick and caressed it with one hand as I fondled his pink hairy balls with my other hand. He came, squirting on my shirt, below my chin and all over my fingers. I continued to stroke him up and down as he moaned, head tilted back and eyes closed. He continued to reach for my face as I did a slow boxerlike bob-and-weave routine to avoid being touched by him again. Three minutes of work. I was so ashamed. I felt dirty and so low. I’ve never had any desire to be touched by a white man, but there I was, touching him, giving him pleasure.

This deepened my hatred for Chino. I resented him because I felt he drove me to this. I just needed a little help from him. I would have been thankful for $100 a month. He was off flashing, wining and dining while his son and I were taking a real live beatin’. It had my head all messed up. But for my son, I’d do anything—even turn tricks.

I blocked out my feelings and focused on a come-up to help my son and me. I went on seven more outcalls that day: a well-to-do white businessman, a sixtyish black man in a wheelchair, another who was blind and only wanted to eat me out, a couple who wanted me to watch as they had sex, a diabetic with both legs amputated who asked me to climb into his bed and ride ’im like I was a cowgirl and an elderly white man who wanted to be called “massah.” I opted to call him “mister,” and he just flipped up my skirt and got on top of me, fucking me, calling me “Kizzy.” That sicko tipped me $100. My last call was a young white doctor who had been poppin’ pills and drinkin’ vodka. All he wanted to do was have me model and discuss all the dates I had. I made up sordid details as he jacked off. The first date was the hardest, but I just rolled with the flow from there on out. In four hours, I made $1,200. I paid my late rent, electric bill, got my VCR out of pawn, went to the grocery store and finally had food in the refrigerator and freezer at the same time. I took a shower to clean off the filth of those johns. I prepared a nutritious meal, picked up my son from day care and was back home by 4:45 p.m. We ate, and then I gave him a fun bubble bath.

The following morning, I took the baby to day care. Around 9:00 a.m., I called Tony, and it was on again. With more confidence, I requested more tips. I made $1,600 in about four hours. I paid my phone bill in full, ordered cable TV and got other backed-up expenses in order. I purchased some much needed clothes for my son. It felt so good to be able to do something. I even got a free car wash when I filled up the gas tank.

On the third day of this new career, I learned about incalls. The escort rents a hotel room and waits for the client to come to her. Not quite familiar with this aspect of the business, I was nervous.

To save money, I shared a hotel room with a girl named Beverly. She also worked for Tony. She was a white girl who made more than two grand a day. Beverly had the typical white girl look—dyed blonde hair with a perm that she spent endless hours scrunching with hair spray. Her eyes were a beautiful green, and she constantly sprayed her body with that instant tan stuff in a can. Beverly was on the short side with very large breasts. Luckily, we clicked as friends immediately.

It’s true that prostitution is the world’s oldest profession. Sex sells—fat sex, skinny sex, black sex, white sex, male-on-male sex and yellow sex—it all sells. This was only my third day of work, but I was an entrepreneur. No one could pay me better than I could pay myself. I wanted my own. I told Beverly I wanted to open my own service. She looked me straight in the face, took a drag on her cigarette and said, “Hell, go for it! Send me some calls. I’ll work for ya.” Bet! One employee down.

I took the money I made that day, went to CellularOne and bought a pager. Then I went to The Columbus Dispatch and placed a help-wanted ad in the adult section, listing my pager number.

Later, I picked my son up from day care and headed home to make a voice message for my pager. In my most professional voice, I recorded, “Hi, are you looking to make lots of money with a safe, reliable and stable service? Well, you’ve called the right place. I am hiring models for full-service sessions. Please leave your physical description, measurements and number, and I’ll contact you for an interview. Please, no drug users. Thank you. Bye.”

Requesting no drug users was naive; I quickly learned that the majority of women working for escort services have habits. They work to support their habit, their families, their man and his habit. There are a variety of reasons, yet the goal is the same: money.

At 8:00 the next morning, the vibration of my pager woke me up. The message read: FULL. Wow! I told myself, Go for it! This is my come-up. Chino had always said to be for self because self-preservation was the nature of man, and I intended to survive. I returned the calls and selected a variety of applicants. I set up interviews with twelve candidates at the Knight’s Inn hotel.

I was surprised by the high turnout, and they were surprised that I was a woman since most services are run by men. They also liked my professionalism: I was dressed in a sleek pantsuit and offered coffee and doughnuts. The response was great. I held only one open, informal interview session for all the girls. While running my salon, I had acquired very good managerial skills, so I communicated well. I explained my rules, emphasizing that there was to be no stealing. In this profession, it’s easy to lie about what you make, but because I was business savvy, they knew they couldn’t get away with that at my service. I kept it all very simple. After all, we were there to make money, not friends.

I scanned the room with the mind and eye of a man. What would make me turn my head? What would make me spend money to be with them? I knew I needed a variety of girls. I chose nine of the twelve girls. And if I hadn’t been so pressed to get paid, I would have taken my chances with the dogs, too, just to see who in the hell would fuck them. But I chose the best looking and began to qualify them for my purpose. I hired these ladies because they were curvaceous, sensuous, childlike, seemingly innocent, well groomed, and easy listeners. Some were experienced. Some were first-timers. Only two had their own transportation. One very attractive young lady who was new to the business had her own transportation, no children and no habit. I wondered why she was in this line of work. But I hired her and continued on. I wrote down all the girls’ information and gave them working names.

The half-black, half-Chinese girl, I named China. She was absolutely beautiful, with olive-toned skin, an oval face, slanted, coal black eyes and silky, curly hair. She had a lot of street in her. Every word out of her mouth was fly. She had an hourglass figure and an aggressive attitude, which I liked right away. I knew she could talk a john out of some money. Problem was, she had a crack habit that was out of this world—a $1,000-a-day habit. China was up-front and open about her habit and everything else about her. She said, “Stay out of my business, and I’ll stay out of yours. I work twenty-four-seven, so let that be the reason you send me all the calls you want.” I really took a liking to this girl, so I bent my “no drugs” rule. China was worth this violation.

Then there was Gabrielle. She was a young, caramel tender with 44 DDs. The men would love her. Also among the array of tempting treats whom I chose were: Renaye, Spice, Sheela, Toy, Shy, Chrissy, Sugar, Cinnamon and Pie. Pie was petite and very flat-chested. She looked like she was twelve years old. The men would love her, too. Perverts!

When Gabrielle asked for my name, I rolled “Carmen” off my tongue. It came from nowhere. From that day on, I became Carmen, my alter ego, a totally different person from Pamela. Carmen was strong, emotionless and untrusting. Pammy, well, she was the opposite: weak, emotional and trusting.

I told them they must report in by phone with their locations by 10:00 a.m. or pay a $25 fine. When they reported in, they were to give me their locations—hotel and room number for incalls—and availability for outcalls. I informed them that the phones were off at my house by 4:30 p.m. so I could devote my time to my son. This disappointed them because they wanted more hours and more flexibility. Some even asked about working for other services. I informed them that it was no problem as long as it did not conflict with my “calls.” Chino had taught me so much. I knew the way you went into something was the way that you came out of it. Thus, I went in hard. I always kept in mind all the things that I had learned from him, lessons of the streets. Rule number one: get paid; rule number two: don’t trust anybody, not even yourself; rule number three: stay free.

It was time to accept the fact that he had raised me as far as the streets were concerned, but now it was time to raise myself.

Once the ground rules were established, we dispersed, and I went to the newspaper to place my ads for the following week. I placed one exclusively for African-American girls. It read: CARMEN’S BLACK MODELS. One for SUGAR & SPICE—my bisexual white girls who did one-on-ones and threesomes. And one for the petite Cinnamon that read: A TASTE OF HONEY.

All the ads were listed with my pager number. I went home and changed the message on the voice mail. With jazz playing in the background, the new message was: “Hello and thank you for calling Carmen’s. We offer full-service sessions—$200 an hour, $150 for a half hour. We cater to your every need and all of your wants. We want you to call 555-9402, come 555-9402, enjoy 555-9402. We are waiting.” The number was to the extra phone line I’d had installed in my home so that they could call and I could arrange the dates. It was important that during the day the phone was answered, dates were arranged, and calls were made to prepare the awaiting lady. I knew they would not leave a number for a return phone call. The wife or girlfriend might answer or something.

The next morning the phone was ringing off the hook and so was the pager. Under normal circumstances, all the ringing would have gotten on my last nerve, but today, it was music to my ears.

Each tone of the ringer filled me with excitement and a compelling desire to dance. But instead I got the baby dressed and off to day care in a hurry.

I returned home and prepared myself for a day of answering the phone. Seven of the girls called in and gave me their locations. I had read up on the sex business and all the desires of men. Golden showers, balls in the butt, anal sex, titty fuckin’, peep shows, you name it. Freaky desires. Normalcy was for the wives of my callers. Erotica was for the girls, and men with vivid imaginations. If the wives only knew how vivid. If they only knew. So I began my first day on the job, my first day owning my new business, Carmen’s Escort Service. I do believe it had a nice ring to it.



Two
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“Hello, may I help you?”

“Good morning,” a masculine voice chimed.

“Good morning, may I help you?”

“I’m Dave. What do you have, say, around eleven a.m. in the north end?”

“Dave, I’m Carmen. I have black girls and white girls. What’s your pleasure today?”

“I’d like a blonde.”

“Okay, I have a petite blonde. She’s five-three, 115 pounds. Her measurements are 38–24–36. Her name is Sugar, and she’s very sweet. We have a special on doubles today,” I offered enthusiastically.

“No. I’ll take Sugar at eleven a.m.”

“Okay, please call me from the pay phone in the rear parking lot next to the tree near the Continental Plaza. I’ll instruct you from there.” The clients provided the pay phone number so I could determine their proximity to the hotel. If they were at the right pay phone, it meant that they hadn’t backed out and that they were only minutes away from the hotel.

“Bye.”

“Thanks!”

“Hello, may I help you?” I said to the next caller in my most professional voice as if I were working for a large corporation and this were just another day at the office.

Click! The caller must have thought he had the wrong number, or maybe he lost his nerve, because my question was answered with a dial tone.

Ring… ring.

“Hello, may I help you?”

Click.

Getting hung up on didn’t faze me. Someone else would call in a minute. The phone was ringing, my business was booming and I was excited. I was making a come-up, and it felt good.

Ring… ring.

“Hello, may I help you?”

“Are golden showers in the forecast today?” a deep voice thick with lust queried.

“They sure are, from light rain to a thunderstorm. What’s your pleasure?”

“I like it when it’s a light drizzle,” Deep Voice replied.

“On the east end of the city, your experience awaits. Gabrielle is waiting off Hamilton, near the Eastland Mall. Contact me from there, okay?”

“Thanks,” he whispered.

How someone gets off on getting pissed on is beyond me. But for $300, some of the girls would do it. Spinning a pencil around the notepad in my lap, I answered my next phone call.

“Hello, may I help you?”

“Your line stays busy. I’ve got jungle fever. I like them plump and juicy.”

“Great, big guy, I have something special for you on the north end, close to Colerain. Call me from a pay phone at Northland Mall. Bye.”

My pager was buzzing. I’ve always been told what a nice phone voice I have, so I added a hint of seduction to it. I figured, always put your best foot forward, so I gave the service my all. I thought of an idea for a tantalizing business card. The card was neon pink with a silhouette of a curvaceous female figure. This way the girls and I could pass them out, and the clients could keep my number with them. I also decided to place them on cars in parking lots wherever I went, just like I had done with my salon business cards. Hell, I even thought about placing one in one of those fish bowls at a restaurant to try to get a company lunch or something. I was doing well, but I was at the lower end of the escort business. There were services out there charging double my price. But I’d do better when I could.

“Hello, may I help you?” I answered.

“Do you offer male to male?”

“No!” I snapped, taken off guard, then I quickly regained my composure. “Um… no,” I said hesitantly, “but…”

Click.

Hmmmm… an idea.

Ring… ring.

“Hello, may I help you?”

“Who has the best head on her shoulders?” the caller asked, and I confidently responded, “Renaye. With her full lips, she definitely has the best head on her shoulders.”

“Okay. I’m ready. Where?” I directed him to a pay phone in a business-and-residential area on the north side of Columbus known as the 161 area.

“What is your name?”

“Steve.”

“Great, Steve. Please call soon.”

As the day continued, I thought about all the new services I could offer, even male on male. I also rethought my location. I was stuck in the apartment and I needed mobility. In between calls, I contacted CellularOne and gave them bogus information to set up my other means of communication. They wanted a $500 deposit and I didn’t have a credit card. I would have to go into one of their stores, but I didn’t have the money. “Damn!” I said to myself. “Phone, don’t fail me now. Keep ringin’. I need some loot!”

Ring… ring.

“Hello, may I help you?”

“Hi, it’s Dave. I’m on 161.”

“Great! May I have the number to the pay phone?”

“It’s 555-7787.”

“Okay, I’ll call back.” Quickly I learned that some guys called just for the pleasure of calling an escort service, desiring the forbidden, the unknown, the fantasy of unknown pussy with no strings attached; however, those were the ones who bitched up at the last minute. That’s why I never called the girls until the customer called from the location I told them. Immediately, I dialed the number to the hotel where one of my girls was waiting.

“Cross Country Inn,” the receptionist answered.

“Room 112, please.”

“Hello,” a voice whispered. Coincidentally, Sugar, the name I had given her, was both her work name and the name that she went by outside of work. It was an odd choice considering how she got it. She said that her father had given her that name when he started climbing into her bed at night not long after her thirteenth birthday. She had the customers call her the same—she clearly had some daddy issues. Her father died of cancer, but she missed him greatly, despite the fact he took her virginity. Just hearing a man call her Sugar reminded her of the same feeling of love she had gotten when her father stroked her hair and called her that as he held her head tightly between his legs while she gave him oral sex.

When I met her and gave her this name, I had no idea she had gone by that name before and didn’t know the story behind it. I just called her Sugar because she had such a sweet personality.

“Sugar?”

“Yeah.”

“Dave is on his way over. He’s an hour.”

“Thanks, Carmen.”

Ring… ring.

“Hello, may I help you?”

“Carmen, it’s Sugar. Dave is here. I’ll call again.”

“Be safe,” I instructed.

“I will,” she assured me. I marked $75 in my ledger for my commission from Sugar.

Ring… ring.

“Hello, may I help you?” Listening to China’s voice, I twirled the phone cord around my finger as she began to talk.

“C, it’s China. I have a problem.”

“What’s wrong? You okay?”

“Yeah, I’m okay, but my client doesn’t want to see me.”

“Why?”

“Guess.”

“I don’t have time for games, China.”

“Let’s just say our mothers are sisters.”

“Huh? I’m not getting it. Just spit it out.”

“I don’t have a problem seeing him, but he has a problem seeing me.”

“Ask him if he wants someone else.”

“C, he’s embarrassed.”

“Why?”

“Because he’s my cousin.”

“Damn! Girl, we never know who will use our service, huh? That’s so funny.”

“Yeah, I know, and my family talks about me being on the streets, and here he goes getting some ass behind his wife’s back. Imagine that.”

“China, keep ya head up, girl. I’ll mark off that call and get you another one. Okay?”

“Thanks, C.”

“Bye.”

Ring… ring.

“Hello, may I help you?… Yes, sir, I have a China doll. She’s beautiful… Your name is Peter? Okay, Peter, I’ll call you back.” I made the call back and then called China.

Ring… ring.

“Yeah?”

“Hi, China, it’s Carmen.”

“Hey, girl, I need some calls.”

“Well, one’s on his way. His name is Peter.”

“Let that be the reason. Bye.”

Ring… ring.

“Hello, may I help you?”

“Carmen, he’s here.”

“Be safe!”

“Let that be the reason.” Click!

I marked China for $75. I kept immaculate records. Already that day, I had made over $1,000 in commissions. This had my head all swole. I was envisioning loot stacked to the ceiling, and I liked what I saw.

Around 4:30 p.m. I headed to all the hotels to pick up my money from the girls. At every opportunity, I made improvements. I encouraged the girls to stay at the same hotels and perhaps share rooms to split costs. When one had a session, the other excused herself. My interest and professionalism were really appreciated by the girls.

I was shocked to find how open Columbus was to the sex market. The newspaper is vital in the sex trade, and I had no trouble placing ads. The prices were even reasonable. There was little doubt that the adult entertainment section was a big moneymaker.

Time flies when you’re making money. Especially fast money. Even though I was making more and more money, I just wanted to save enough so that my son and I could leave Ohio. I only remained in Columbus after the breakup with the hope of returning to college and establishing some form of relationship between my son and his biological father. I soon realized it wouldn’t happen. So I just hoped for another plan. I figured I’d keep the service until something else worked out.

Many wonder how a person becomes a criminal. We learn rules from our childhood years and our family. Then, as we get older, society becomes our family. We tend to adopt its views and perceptions of law and order.

When a person sees that rules can be bent so easily, it’s encouraging. Newspapers fully supported me and enabled me an outlet to conduct an illegal profession, legally.

The hotels were accommodating, to say the least. There were very few obstacles to running my service, though I can’t say that if I weren’t allowed to place ads or rent hotels, I wouldn’t have pursued this. As we all know, challenges can be used as motivation and I was a person who loved challenges.

I had professional men as clients. The majority of them were white. Granted, our society is racist; however, in the sex game, inhibitions fade away. It’s true that the white girls made more money, perhaps because there were more white callers. But in fantasy, the forbidden is the desire. Many white men desired the dark meat just as many black men wanted the white meat. This was about fantasy, and I was determined not to be outdone.

On Tuesday, I hired a driver, a young Ohio State University student, for weekends. He drove the girls to outcalls and delivered my commissions. I paid him $20 a call to ensure the girls’ safety. He was happy because it beat pizza delivery. Instead of delivering pizza, he delivered pussy.

I hired a new girl who could have been Mariah Carey’s twin. I named her Ashley. She was a half-black, half-Italian young lady who was totally confused. She wanted to be accepted as Italian, but was often referred to as a dago. In the black community, the women hated her because of her beauty, and the men wanted her because of it. Feeling rejected and used, she turned to drugs.

Her chiseled figure began with a 44 DD bustline, and included a bangin’ backside, big brown eyes, ringlet curls of light brown and full lips revealing a perfect smile. She was a big moneymaker. Men love breasts of any size, but bigger breasts were more popular, especially if they were real. Clients loved her. She easily had twenty calls a day. I extended my hours to accommodate the calls, the girls, and my pockets. In the hustlin’ game, I’d soon learn that more was never enough.

I placed China and Ashley in the same room, which was a mistake. I didn’t know Ashley was an addict, but later found out she had a full-blown heroin addiction. So I had one girl, China, who adored crack, and another who couldn’t get enough of smack. Two addicts. They became inseparable. This was a lethal combination, but I decided to play it cool. Separating them would have been a mistake. Their common interest in getting high was stronger than any rule I could try to enforce.

Due to their earning potential, they became my high-stakes gamble, and they were worth the risk. Neither of them had a home. Their families turned their backs on them. Or they turned their backs on their families. Depends on who is telling the story. They had misused their families so much that the ties were broken.

My girls and I enjoyed the companionship that we shared, and in essence, we became sisters. I was like the big sister.

On Saturday mornings I’d take the girls and my son to breakfast. We all began to form bonds and started to lean on one another. After Chino left me, I isolated myself and shut out the world. It was just my son and me. As I grew closer to the girls, I got closer to other aspects of their lifestyles, and that is when my life really began to change.

I received a lot of calls for private parties. The businessmen would call for bachelor parties, and I’d send Ashley and China. Soon they started turning the clients on to drugs. Ashley and China had the same dope dealer, G-Money. They’d page him, and he’d bring them their love.

One time I called the room, and he was there hanging out. I’d heard so much about him from Ashley—how he had it goin’ on and how he was fun to hang out with. G-Money also sold them hot items like clothing and jewelry. This particular day, he asked to speak to me. Reluctantly I agreed and heard a soft baritone voice come through the phone.

“What’s up, Carmen?”

“Hi.”

The phone fell silent for a moment and then he continued, “When am I gonna meet you?”

“You know that’s not possible. I don’t do dates, and I don’t spend.” I played him short ’cause I didn’t know him. Why was this nigga trying to get to know me?

“How about lunch?”

“No.”

“How about dinner?”

“Nope.” I began to smile. Dude was persistent.

“Okay, Ashley told me you like clothes. I want to show you some.”

Damn, one of my weaknesses. You can always break a woman down with the enticement of clothes.

“Tell me more.”

“You got some good game, Carmen. I just want to talk to you.”

“You are talking to me.”

“Damn, why you so… you know what…” He began to sound irritated. “I’m just going to leave some things with Ashley. Tell me how you like them.”

“Why are you doing this?”

“I’d do anything for you, Carmen.”

I could do nothing but laugh. “You know game recognize game, but seriously though, what do you want?”

“Nothing but lunch.”

He got another smile out of me.

“Okay, I’ll check out what you left and see how bad you want lunch.” I hung up the phone and began to think of my next move.

The following day, I went by to collect. G-Money had left me some very beautiful clothes worth more than three grand. I was impressed as I checked the labels, which revealed designer names. As my hands felt the soft fabric of the linens and silks, it brought back memories of Chino’s gifts. After his road trips, my bed would hold piles of leather outfits, purses, shoes and pantsuits he had purchased for me.

Driving down Livingston Avenue, I got a page from Spice. I pulled into the Brothers Carryout, ordered a perch sandwich, a bag of Grippo Chips and a Tahitian Treat soda, then called Spice.

“What’s up, Spice? It’s Carmen.”

She replied in a pissed-off tone, deepening her voice and speaking loudly. “Carmen, I don’t think we should do all the fuckin’ and you collect all the money. I think—”

I immediately cut her off. “Hold up. Wait a fucking minute.”

She continued to try to talk. “No, I won’t wait. I—”

“Look, Spice, I said slow your roll, boo, hold on.” I placed my cell phone in my lap in case she continued to talk ’cause I was not trying to hear it. I swallowed the bite of food I had in my mouth and sipped my drink as I began to think of how to handle this.

Let’s see, she feelin’ herself ’cause she’s made about two thousand today, and off that two grand, I’m getting eight hundred, and she has a problem, I thought. So what are the choices? I can tell her to fuck off, or I can try to silk it, ’cause she makes money for me. Do I want to miss out on my cut of what she makes? No. At this point she’s valuable. But this disrespect shit gots to go. So I gotta flip on her.

“Spice, okay, I understand you don’t feel it’s a fair cut. So, check this, leave me what you want me to have and then go work for someone else.”

“Now, Carmen, I am not saying that. All I am saying is that I think you should get less because you ain’t the one fuckin’.”

“Spice, you can have an opinion, but you came to me for a job and for clients. If you think you can do better on your own, so be it. If you don’t like how you getting treated, so be it. I hate to see ya go, but my fee is the same for all of you, and it ain’t negotiable. You pay for my clients, and you pay to be hooked up. If you don’t like my program, boo, stop ringing my phone for dates. Now I gotta go. Take care.” Click! I reversed that shit.

I decided not to go get the money or send her any calls for a while. She’d think about what I had said. I’m sure she was thinking, Can I get the same amount of dates without Carmen? Can I make two grand a day, almost every day, without Carmen? And if Carmen can afford to let go of eight hundred, then she getting money, and plenty of it. I decided she would still want to be down, or I had just lost eight hundred bills. I wasn’t trying to lose no money. I figured in a matter of time, she would call me, and when I went to collect, I’d check that bitch again about callin’ my phone trying to front on me about how I run my shit.

[image: logo]

The following week, Ashley called me.

“Carmen, G wants to talk to you.”

“Put him on the phone.”

“Hello, beautiful,” he whispered into the receiver.

“What’s up, G?”

“You like your clothes?”

“Yes, they were nice. Hey, look, can you get me some Victoria’s Secret panties for the girls? I need a lot of them. At least two hundred.”

“Damn! Why so many?”

“It’s for a promotional sale.”

“You a real businesswoman. I like that in you. Yeah, I’ll get some for you.”

“If you do this, I’ll meet you for lunch,” I said teasingly.

“Promise?” G asked desperately. I had him. He was open.

“I promise,” I said, wondering what good the promise of a complete stranger was to him.

The next day, I had over three hundred pairs of panties, including thongs, G-strings and lace, many with matching bras and camisoles. This package reflected the entire Victoria’s Secret line and then some. I gave them as gifts to the girls to show my appreciation. And I told them of my new promotional idea. We would sell worn panties to our customers for $20. The girls would keep $10, and I’d get the other $10. I sold out of the scented panties in one day. Men are like dogs—they are drawn to scents, especially to the scent of a woman’s undies. Now I was really brainstorming and stacking dollars.

I met G in the Radian Hotel lobby for lunch. He was in his midthirties, had a brown complexion and was sportin’ a Polo outfit with fresh sneakers. He wasn’t bad looking, but not handsome either; I’d say he was average. Cautiously, I approached him with a nod of my head and said, “Finally, I meet G-Money.”

Looking me up and down, he replied, “Carmen, ooh, this is the day I have dreamed of.”

“Playa, you are full of shit.”

“That’s right, I am. I wanted to talk with you about your escort service.”

“Oh, is that right? What you want to talk about?”

“I want to talk about you and get to know you. You said that you don’t date, but you own a service. I know you date or have dated. I mean, how else would you know about a service?” He asked the question like he was a psychiatrist and I was his client.

“Well, whether I did or didn’t is none-ya. Feel me? So tell me about what you do.”

“I want to open an escort service or buy into yours. I think it’s a moneymaker, because men will always purchase sex.”

We continued to make small talk as we enjoyed sandwiches on the patio of the hotel. I strung him along and said that I would consider going into business with him. To show his sincerity, he offered me $3,000 and promised $2,000 more. We talked about a sex spa as an incall location that fronts as a massage parlor, but gives much more. That was an excellent idea, but I didn’t let him know I thought so. I was still trying to feel him out. The thought of not having to rent rooms for the girls was enticing considering how much I paid per month, having a place of my own could certainly cut down on my expenses.

“I also work as a fence, Carmen. I purchase stolen items and resell them.” I leaned in closer. I saw an opportunity there, and I never refuse a chance to make money.

“G, I want in,” I demanded. Chino introduced me to the hustle when we first met, and here it was, in my face, and I wasn’t about to let it pass me by.

“Certainly. We can work something out, Carmen.”

And that was my introduction to the next level of crime: receiving and selling stolen property.



Three
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Most people who fence usually buy any stolen item from the kitchen sink to a car’s spare tire. I, of course, wanted to be selective in the merchandise I purchased. But the name of this game is supply and demand. A fence will purchase items at a third or fourth of the store’s ticketed price. They will then resell them at any cost, based on supply and demand. I usually tried to offer half the price of the ticket, but whatever brought a profit was cool with me. The one line I never crossed was items stolen from someone’s home. I only wanted store merchandise. I did try to hang on to some morals. Purchasing stolen items from another’s home would do two things: one, support break-ins, which could lead to potential violence; and two, be an act of bad karma and result in my home being burglarized. G-Money purchased anything and everything. You could bring him a used baby’s pacifier and he’d not only resell it but ask for more of them.

I had built a nice savings off the escort service. With that money I purchased my fenced items. I normally purchased clothes and perfume. The sheer volume of stolen merchandise available really amazed me. I came to realize that most of these boosters were drug addicts who had mad skills when it came to stealing. I was purchasing, on average, three garbage bags of clothes a day, and I had no problem reselling the clothes in a matter of days. I sold to my girls, and I’d campaign right out of the trunk of my car at local bars, hair salons and nightclubs. I was gettin’ my hustle on out there, makin’ ends. Once you gain a rep for having things, people find you. You’ve become a resource of cheap goods for the people who buy the merchandise and that equaled success to me. Like me, G tried to be a professional with his venture.

Every afternoon I’d have my driver pick up the clothes. I gave the girls first pick of the items. It was apparent that the boosters favored Victoria’s Secret, Neiman Marcus, Caché, Saks and Henri Bendel. I wondered how badly the stores were hurt. Were these boosters that talented or were they aided by staff at the stores? How could they remove so many items and not be detected?

I was constantly looking out for pitfalls. I watched out for the vice squad because of the service, and now I had to be careful not to sell to the wrong person and catch a selling or receiving stolen property case.

Chino had financed his drug hustle with proceeds from selling stolen clothes. He also taught Young Mike this hustle. I saw it a lot, and oftentimes you learn best by observing.

Chino’s best booster was Young Mike, a shorty he found on the streets and added to the posse. He was excellent with smash-and-grabs on small businesses. He’d drive a car into a freestanding jewelry store, smashing the front door and the cases. Then he’d grab anything of value in sight. He executed all this in seconds. Then there were times when Young Mike would just grab. He would walk into an upscale department store and simply grab a rack of clothes or empty a sweater case, like of Versace, and run out of the store to an awaiting vehicle. Smash-and-grabs are after-hours moves, but on a humbug or if it was “sweet,” Mike would do it during store hours.

I missed Young Mike. True, he was in the streets pulling capers, but there was more to him than stealing. I remember him at my kitchen table studying for his GED, trying to get an education that he didn’t get a chance to pursue as a teenager. I knew him as someone trying to take care of his mother and crippled younger brother.

Unfortunately for Mike, he was busted for a petty case and went to prison for two years. Upon being released from prison he returned to society completely broken. Mike got involved with another crew from down south who were up north getting money, and after only two months, he found himself as a codefendant in their federal drug case. He got indicted, implicated on some he-said, she-said, they-said shit, placed on house arrest, and was shortly thereafter found dead. At age twenty-three, Young Mike took his life when living became too much for him. The coroner removed a nine-millimeter bullet from his dome. He was a tall, handsome young man who could have been anything in this world, but when the streets get you, there is no getting out. Young Mike took himself out. May he rest in peace.
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China loved the fact that she never had to leave her hotel room—or her crack pipe. She had it all delivered to her doorstep. Going to China’s room was like visiting a crack house. I was never comfortable in a place where drugs were plentiful. I was worried that at anytime the Feds would kick the damn door in.

I asked China if she shared my concern, and all she would say was, “Carmen, I wish any motherfucker would run up in my shit. They’d take me down handcuffed, getting my last drag off my pipe. Besides, I don’t keep enough dope around. I smoke it too fast. The worst I am looking at is a drug abuse case. I can lie down for a weekend while I beat that shit. Sleep right through it if I have to.”

Other times, she would call me and say, “Yo, C! Bring me some food.”

I’d say, “Is Chinese okay?”

She would then say, “Let that be the reason.” Eating Chinese food was the only aspect of her Chinese heritage she held on to. I’d take food to her, and we would sit and talk. Once, over a plate of sweet and sour pork, I confronted her about her choice in hair weave. I hated it and wished she would get rid of it. It was blond. The whitest blond I had ever seen.

“China, I hate your hair, girl. It’s flamin’.”

“Don’t worry, I keeps me a hooker helmet nearby,” she squealed, smacking her lips.

“A hooker helmet?” I inquired, devouring my egg roll.

“Yes, Ms. Carmen! A wig. I have a black one. Check it out.” She began waving an object pulled from underneath the bed.

“I like it.”

“I don’t care if you tell the callers I’m blond or brunette. Just get me some calls.”

“And you know I will.”

She showed me all the items she purchased with her new money. I told her, “China, please take care of your things. You purchased some nice stuff.”

As I glanced around the hotel room, I saw a photo of a beautiful little girl who looked just like China. She had the same eyes.

“China, she’s adorable. How old is this princess?”

“Four.”

“Girl, let that be the reason you stop smoking,” I said sympathetically.

“My grandmother keeps her. My old girl is still mad at me for stealing her checks and for giving birth to my daughter in a crack house. I took a hit and was like, ‘Damn, this dope is da bomb!’ Then I felt like I had to go take a shit. The next thing I knew, I was on the toilet and out came my daughter. She looked like a wet rat. She was so tiny and so pretty. I was terrified. I called my old girl, and she took us to the emergency room. I left the hospital to go get my friend, starts with a c and ends with a k. My old girl picked up the baby, and we’ve been at odds ever since.”

“China, she really is precious, and I think she should be the reason you turn your life around.”

“Look, C, don’t make me check you, ’cause I respect you and all, but we live in this real world, and you out there just like me, chasing the dollar, just like I chase my highs that I’ll never catch. I may be a crackhead, but I am far from asleep. You think I wanted this for my life? You think I didn’t try the traditional route? Shit didn’t work for me, so I got down for mine. Was dating someone I thought was special, and he enjoyed the fact that I got freaky in the bedroom. So much so, he bragged to his friends and told them everything we did. One day his friend stepped to me and offered me a C-note to sleep with him. I was so mad that my special friend told our bedroom business, I took the nigga up on his offer with the hopes that he would go and tell the guy I was dating. Sort of a punishment for telling our business.

“Dude had a lil’ paper in his pocket and didn’t mind spending. I sucked his dick like a lollipop and even gave him some back-door action. Had him sayin’ my name and whose it is. Hmmm, instead of him telling and me getting revenge on my dude, he kept it to himself and kept coming back. I kept fuckin’ both of them. I would suck the one’s dick, swallow his cum and then later that day, go kiss the other on the mouth. And they had the nerve to call me nasty? Shit, I was making them fuck each other on the down low. Eventually, the nigga fell in love with me, the neighborhood freak.

“That’s when I began to see that niggas are tricks for some pussy, and then other shit happened in my life, experimenting with alcohol, drugs, and I just got caught in the streets. My motto is ‘bitch gotta get paid!’

“I live the smoker’s life. Our nights are our days, and the daytime is our night. We smoke all night for several days at a time. Carmen, I have been awake for three days. I’m gonna eat this food, go into a crack coma, sleep for about twelve hours and hopefully be awakened by the ringing of my phone—a call from you with a date for me. Take a hit, pop in the shower and make my money by what I do best, flat backin’. Carmen, I see you stackin’ that cheese. So what’s your excuse?”

China’s question brought me back to reality and Pammy was about to take over. I wasn’t trying to feel… I didn’t want to feel.

“I’ll do anything for my son…” I stopped abruptly and got a grip on myself. Carmen took over again.

“Carmen, your son is so handsome,” China continued.

“Thanks, China, and I hear ya. Do ya hear me?” We both smiled and hugged each other. China and I, for some reason, saw a lot of things eye to eye. I looked over at her and said, “All right, girl, you’ve checked me. Now I got work to do. No time to sit around and complain. I’m about to go campaigning and get you some calls.”

“Now, that’s what I’m trying to hear. I’ll be sittin’ right here in this room waiting on my men.”

I left and drove off in silence. I just kept telling Pammy to stop thinking and Carmen to stay in control. Besides, I had to meet G for more clothes, which meant more money. I turned the music up loud and sang along to Tupac’s “Keep Ya Head Up.”
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At six in the morning, someone was knocking on my front door. It was my boys from New York, T-Love and his brother, Abdullah. I met these money-getting hustlers through my good friend Erik. Erik and I met at Ohio State University as freshmen. He was from New York, and I was from Detroit. We both became curious about each other due to the reps both of our cities had. New Yorkers were known for being trendsetters, and the men were known for their jewelry, gold fronts, clothing, accents and money. Detroit women were known for their dressin’, hairdos, game and taste in automobiles. We searched each other out to see if the stereotypes were true. Hangin’ out after class, he introduced me to his crew, two of whom were T-Love and Abdullah.

“What’s up, man?” T-Love said to Erik as he walked up on us in the student center. “This you?” he questioned, looking at me.

Erik began to speak but I interrupted. “Nah, this ain’t him. It’s me. My name is Pamela and hello to you, too.” I extended my hand for a handshake, but instead he put his arm around my shoulders.

“I like this. She’s feisty. Where you find her at?”

“You must be from New York,” I said, becoming agitated.

“Harlem, baby, how you know?”

I smiled and so did Erik. In this case, the stereotype was true. T-Love had a big gold T emblem hanging on a fat gold chain around his neck. Both of which could be used as weapons if necessary. I also had the urge to pull up his pants, which obviously were masked by a shirt that was about three times too large for him. I’d only seen it on videos, particularly of the East Coast rappers, but if the trend of wearing pants hanging off the ass and oversized shirts was the next thing to come, I prayed that not everyone would embrace it.

“In that case, I can forgive you,” I said, removing his arm from around my shoulders.

“What you talking about?”

“For disrespecting me.”

“When I do that?”

“Just now. I don’t know what women are like in New York but, baby, Detroit women don’t go for that. If you have a question, you can ask me. I don’t bite.” With that, I gave him a wide smile.

Ever since then, we were a team.

They ran through Columbus every couple of months for a week at a time. Anytime they were in Columbus, they would drop by to see me. They were ballers in every sense of the word. They hustled by any means necessary. I think of a baller as a person who views life from a sink-or-swim perspective. In the streets, there is a philosophy that says: Everyone gets a chance. What will you do with yours? Sometimes there’s that thirsty person, and they take their chance and try to take the next person’s chance. Then they get out there and run full-court with their opportunity, whatever that may be, to the best of their ability.

I sold T and Abdullah clothes for their girls, wives or baby mamas. I always got a little jealous watching them fuss over the clothes, selecting the perfect outfits. Here I was, somebody’s baby’s mother, and no one cared. Here I was in the streets, scramblin’ for me and mine while their baby mamas were home safe. But every time Pammy went soft, Carmen came out hard. Fuck it, just tax any muthafucka. So that’s what I did. Carmen used every opportunity and created new ones. One of my escort service clients, Peter, had a BMW M3 for sale. Peter said, “For you, Carmen, $15,000 cash.”

So I stepped to T-Love about it. “Yo, T, I know where you can get a nice BMW. Cash, no questions and in whatever name you want.”

T-Love was like, “No doubt! I want it.”

“He wants $18,000 for it, plus give me $500 to do the title and tag registration.” I knew someone who worked at the DMV, so taking care of this would be a cinch. Life on the hustle is all about who you know.

I set up the deal with my client, whom I soon learned worked at the car dealer auction. He was able to get the car for a bargain. This was another valuable connection, and I was determined to make good on this sale so I wouldn’t lose him. I wanted to buy my mom and myself new cars one day. A shiny motherfucker rollin’ right off the showroom floor.

T-Love had me eighteen Gs by nightfall. I spoke with my client and proudly told him, “I got $12,000 today. All cash.”

“It’s a deal!” Peter screamed.

I made a $6,500 profit. Whoever said the middleman gets the worst deal? It was automatically assumed that it would be safe with me because I never went anywhere, or so they thought. I flossed that bitch for a week and didn’t have a problem doing it.

I’d learned long ago that ballers always look for the easiest, hassle-free way out. T and Abdullah used my house to hustle everything from dope to women. After three months, I’d had enough of being compromised. I played hostess twice a month with nothing in return, but that was going to change.

I began to resent the blatant disregard the guys had for me. See, at first you try to be a trooper and do all you can for the team, doing your part, going that extra mile, but then you realize that it’s not appreciated.

They just assumed I’d be there and always be available. I guess I had a major attitude. Carmen was not having it.

I’d read that someone could be so traumatized, an alternate personality takes over to protect them. I had been traumatized in my own way.

Betrayal is a very big pill to swallow. Two very important things in my life were gone: my Chino and my salon. I felt like I had no control. I am learning now that you always have control of your life by doing the best you can with what you have. I’m a firm believer that everything happens for a reason and when God says, “Be,” that’s just how it is. The only way I can explain Carmen is that she appeared and saved me from what I couldn’t take again: failure.

I picked up my ringing cell phone from my Coach bag and answered.

“Hello, may I help you?”

“Hello, sweetheart.” G’s voice came through over background rap music.

“Hey, G, what’s up?”

“Wanna meet for lunch? I’m in a bad mood and need someone to talk to.” His voice had a hint of sincere depression.

“Where do you wanna meet?”

“The Cooker Restaurant at twelve thirty.”

“No, one thirty.” He don’t run shit!

“Okay, one thirty it is. Carmen, you don’t give a brother nothing, do you?”

“Nothing he doesn’t earn. Just like I got to earn it, so does the next man. I’ll see you at one thirty.”

I went to collect from the girls, and before I knew it, I was running late to meet G. So what! You press hoes and clothes. You don’t press me. My Chino used to say this all the time when I tried to press him about things. As I pulled into the restaurant parking lot, there was G waiting in his champagne-colored Honda Accord, rims sittin’ on 20s, with the music playing.

“Hey, beautiful, you’re late.” He raised his sleeve, displaying his diamond-studded Rolex watch. Flossin’ for fun, I raised my arm, displaying my diamond-encrusted Ebel watch and said, “I know, I know. I had to make some stops.”

“How are the girls doing?”

“That’s a $2,000 question. Where is the rest of my money?”

“Come on, let’s go in. That’s what I want to talk with you about.” We walked into the restaurant and we were seated near a window. Gazing out, I playfully said, “G, I am starving like Marvin.” I noticed he was not his usual self. “What’s up? I like this place,” I said, looking around. “Here comes our waiter. We must look hungry.” I laughed aloud.

“May I take your order?” the waiter asked.

“Yes, I’ll have the lasagna and salad with a glass of your house white wine.”

“And you, sir?” he asked, turning to G.

“I’ll have a highball of your best Cognac,” G replied, rubbing the sides of his face.

That was it? Normally, G gets his eat on. As the waiter left, I kept my eyes focused on G’s face. We had grown closer, so I knew his moods. G and I basically came up together on different teams, but we watched each other grow. Over the last couple of months, I watched him go from a Honda Civic to an Accord. He watched me go from a white Jeep Cherokee to a black Range Rover and silver BMW.

G began to shift in his seat. He was obviously annoyed about something. “Carmen, my connect got knocked,” he blurted out.

“Okay,” I said, trying not to sound upset. “You don’t know anyone else?”

The waiter returned with our drink orders. G took a big gulp of his Cognac and continued. “Carmen, I never told you this, but I work for someone else.”

You frontin’, fake-ass nigga, I thought.

“I had my own girl connect, but he got knocked, too. I didn’t do much with him, but what I did allowed me a lil’ more freedom. I work for this dude named Jay-Jay. I push heroin for him, and he pays me.”

Just to break the mood, I said, “Oh, so you on commission. You a salesclerk.” I laughed, but this was serious. “Damn, G, it’s not like you’ll starve. You still have the boosters.”

“No, not really. They work for drugs. They want to unload and score all in one stop, ya know?”

“Yeah, I hear you. It is all about service, convenience and another hit. Just give me one more hit!” He still didn’t smile. Shit ain’t funny when you on the verge of broke.

“I’m gonna lose them, C. I got bills. I don’t know what to do.” He finished his drink. “Can I get my $3,000 back?”

I couldn’t believe my ears. He looked me dead in my eyes waiting for a response. I leaned into the table and replied through gritted teeth, “Hold up, this ain’t no refund counter. You want that, then go to Wal-Mart or someplace.” It was time for one of my lectures.

“First, stop all that whining,” I demanded. “You’ve totally flipped on me. Where G at? ’Cause Gregory is trying to fold like a card table. Money don’t make you, you make money. Remember that! I gotta go to the bathroom. I’ll be right back.”

I excused myself, and as I walked from the table, I heard Carmen in my head. Look, game is sold, not told. Remember the price you paid for it. This is an opportunity, so take it. Fair exchange ain’t robbery. This nigga looking for a sponsor, so sponsor his ass ’cause he ain’t getting his money back. He ain’t your friend. Ain’t no friend shit in this. You already know that—don’t forget it. You down for yo’ crown, fuck da rest.

“Okay, okay, can I pee now?” I asked myself. My mind was really starting to play tricks on me. I couldn’t believe I was really talking to myself. To rationalize is normal. But I was having a full-fledged conversation. G’s a wimp. Who doesn’t have problems? Get in line. Nigga crying because the next man really was making him. That’s exactly why I chose to help myself.

I returned to our table and cleared my throat. “Okay, G. Explain to me what you need and what you are trying to do.” Our conversation was cut short when the waiter arrived with my lunch order. Although I’d lost my appetite with the shit G had laid on me, the aroma was too tempting not to dig into the hearty pasta.

“Is there anything else I can get you?” the waiter asked.

“No, thank you,” I replied. He walked away. I then focused my attention back on G and what he was saying.

“I was getting an ounce of powder, and I’d rock it up and sell it to geekers.”

“Okay, how much do you pay for an ounce?” I don’t know what I’m talking about, but he will never know, I thought.

“Anywhere from $950 to $1,200.” He shrugged. “It just depends on my plug. You know how it is.”

No, I didn’t. I took another deep breath and responded confidently, “I’ll see what I can do for you. I’ll get my people on it and get back with you. Now, do you feel better?” He slowly nodded as I continued, “Now order. I see you eyeing my food and you ain’t gettin’ none.”

Finally we both smiled.



Four
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“Hello, may I help you?” I spoke into my phone.

“Hi, Carmen.”

“Hi, whom am I speaking with?” I wondered who this was getting comfortable with me.

“This is George. I’ve been a very bad boy.” I was relieved to know it was one of my favorite clients.

“Yes, George, you have been very bad. I want you at Toy’s hotel room in ten minutes or you’ll really be in trouble.”

“But I can’t make it in ten minutes… I need twenty,” he pleaded, getting into the role-playing of his session.

“No! You be there in ten minutes, up north on 161 at the Cross Country Inn in room 212—or else. Now go!”

Toy was a dominatrix. George, a very successful investment banker at a prominent financial institution, was extremely generous and loved to be dominated. He liked to play house and would role-play the child in need of correction. He never touched Toy, and she was never allowed to touch him. She only used her whip, belt or paddle. At the end of her session, George would masturbate to satisfaction.

I called Toy to tell her George was on his way before another call came through.

“Hi, Toy. It’s Carmen.”

“George is on his way over, and he has been a very bad boy. So give him what he’s looking for.”

“Carmen, I’m getting uncomfortable seeing George. The last session, I beat him so bad that it scared me.”

“What’s up with him?”

“C, he likes it rough. If it ain’t rough, it ain’t right for him.”

“Just complete this session, and I’ll find him a replacement. He really likes you, though, Toy. What does he look like?”

“He’s sorta scrawny looking. Very pale like he never sees the sun. Black-rimmed glasses, short curly hair, very conservative in his dress and rather thin. But he’s fun, and I do get rid of my frustrations.”

“Then there are the tips.” The tips always made the session go better.

“Carmen, I know, it’s just—let me see how this session goes. Maybe I’ll keep him.”

“Be sure to let me know so I can find someone else and get them the equipment for his sessions. I’ll beat him myself for the right price.”

“C, you are wild.”

“Yeah, I have a wild side, too. I’ll let you go. He’ll be there soon, and remember, he’s late no matter when he arrives. Here’s a new punishment for him: have him drink a lot of water and make him hold his urine. Be creative.”

“Okay, C, I’m waiting for him.”

“Great! Later, bye!”

Ring… ring.

“Hello, may I help you?”

“Carmen, this is Toy. George is here.”

“Good, I’ll mark it. Have fun.”

With a smiling voice Toy responded, “I will. But I don’t know about him.” I heard her snap her whip, getting into the role.

“Call me when he leaves, and I’ll get you some regular calls.”

“Thank you, Carmen.”

“Bye!”

As soon as I hung up, another call came right on its heels.

“Hello, may I help you?”

“Carmen, this is Gabrielle. I have a problem.”

“What’s up?”

“My client is still here, and his time is up.”

“Wait, let me check. Mmmmm. Yeah, it’s up. They never stay the full time, anyway.”

“I know. Well, he hasn’t—you know what yet, and I’m tired.”

“I guess so,” I said.

“Seriously, C, he wants his money back.”

“Whoa! This is serious. Is he threatening you?” I listened intently to Gabby’s voice, trying to gauge how she was reacting to the situation. I felt helpless on the other end of the phone line.

“No, but he’s not happy.”

“Tell him he can have his money back, and I’ll still pay you for this call.”

“Hold on.” I heard her offer the suggestion, then she spoke into the receiver. “C, he doesn’t want it. He wants service.”

“Put the money on the bed.”

“That’s not possible.”

“Did you hide it?”

“Yes.”

“And you don’t want to retrieve it?”

“No.”

“I understand. Gabby, Renaye is in the same hotel. Listen, tell him I’ll send someone else down to the room to complete his session.”

“Hold on. No, he wants me. Jack Ruby.” This was our code word for trouble.

“Gabby, you have to hit the door. Renaye is in room 160, and I’m ringing her room on my other line now. Hold on.” I placed her on hold and called Renaye’s room.

“Renaye, go get Gabby in Room 180, Jack Ruby.” I went back to Gabby’s line before she could respond.

“Gabby, she’s on her way. Hit the door and call from Renaye’s. He’s not a maniac or you’d know by now. When you leave, he will, too. Trust me. I’ll send someone to clean up your room.”

“Okay.”

“I’m sending the driver for you both and I’ll move you to another place. Gabby, are you ready?”

“Yes.”

“Hit the door now!” I screamed at the top of my lungs.

The phone fell and I heard yelling. “Please, God, protect her.”

Ring… ring.

“Carmen, you paged me?” the driver asked anxiously.

“Yes, go get Renaye and Gabby ASAP! It’s a Jack Ruby. They’re at the Cross Country Inn. Take them to the Hampton Inn, get them settled and call me.”

“No problem.”

Ring… ring.

“Hello?” When I answered the phone, there was silence on the other end. The silence was finally broken with hard breathing. “Carmen, this is Renaye. I got her,” she said, out of breath.

“Good, girls, hold on. Renaye, you pack up your stuff. The driver is on his way to move you. Be ready! Call me.”

“We will.”

Ring… ring.

“Hello, may I help you?”

“I want my money back!” an angry male voice yelled.

“We tried that and you did not cooperate. Use another service.” I furiously slammed down the phone.

Ring… ring.

“Hello, may I help you?”

“Bitch!” Click!

Just another day on those phones. This kind of thing was happening more often. It made me think about getting out of the business. That was a close call for Gabby.

I thanked God for keeping Gabby safe.



Five
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I found a luxurious condo to rent on the northwest side of the city. I had always admired it when I drove past it and I told myself that one day I would live there. “One day” finally came when there was a sign out front that read: FOR RENT. This was rare, because in that area, condos sold well and were seldom rented.

I called the number listed on the sign and prayed that nobody had inquired about the property. I met with the property management office within the hour, went on a tour and, after the customary credit and reference checks, I moved in within two weeks. The unit included two master bedrooms, a sunken living room with a wood-burning fireplace and a gourmet kitchen. It had a finished basement with a washer and dryer. It was just what I wanted.

The apartment received lots of sunlight, gleaming through skylights throughout the condo. Emerald green plush carpet cushioned my feet in the front room. White marble tile led me to my enclosed patio with French doors. It wasn’t bad, not bad at all for a come-up.

T-Love was staying with me as he usually did when he was in town hustling. We were in my den when he approached me.

“Pammy, this guy I do business with is gonna stop by.”

“What do you mean ‘stop by’? T, this is my home. My son is here.”

“Calm down, he’s good people,” T told me reassuringly, “and it’s too late to stop it; he’s on his way.”

“Shit, T, damn!” I guess I had to let T-Love have his way. Eventually, I knew he’d come off of a favor or two for me, so I decided to let it go and roll with the flow. We were like brother and sister, arguing, sharing secrets and playing cards late at night, talking shit. I knew he wouldn’t put me or my son in any type of danger.

I was upstairs getting dressed when I heard the chime of my doorbell. I heard T-Love let someone in. Moments later, I heard my son’s laughter. I came downstairs, and that’s when I saw him playing with my son. My son was laughing like he only did with me. The guy was very handsome—tall, thick and tempting. His presence reminded me of Chino—the way he stood, self-assured with his shoulders back. He commanded attention. I observed his interaction with T and my son. When he spoke, he looked them in the face. That’s how my Chino was, a dead-in-the-eye kinda guy. The shape of his lips had a look of softness and made me imagine the feel of them on the sides of my neck. He was shifting his weight back and forth from one leg to the other, just like Chino, giving you the impression that he was impatient or ready to go somewhere. I wondered if his lips hid a set of perfect teeth like Chino had.
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“Out? Please, Chino, don’t leave, you just came home.” I ran to block his exit but he pushed me aside.

Grimacing, he said, “Every time I look at you I think of you and Erik.”

“Chino, please—”

“Out of all the niggas in the city, why you need him for a friend when I was doing my bid?”

“What are you talking about?

“You know what I’m talking about!” He grabbed my forearm.

“No, I don’t, Chino! I didn’t have any friends because you wouldn’t allow it,” I yelled at him. “When you were away, he was just someone to talk to.” Tears began to well up in my eyes from the pain his words inflicted. This was not like us, not how we related to each other.

Chino tightened his grip on my arm and continued, “Fuck that! Did you think I wasn’t getting out? You were supposed to stick to my program and wait. Did you think I wouldn’t find out that you was fuckin’ that nigga? You just like the rest of these gold-diggin’-ass bitches. Pooh, you will not get another dime. You’ve played yourself. I do more for you than you can do for yourself. I taught you finesse. I clothe you. I take care of you. I made you. Look at those jewels on your fingers—I put them there. Look at this house—you can’t even pay the damn light bill, let alone the phone bill. Bitch, I put you in this place. If it wasn’t for me, where would you be?”

Those words cut deeply into my heart… into my soul. Chino had never called me out of my name. He knew I was a virgin when we met and that I had never been with anyone but him. What type of shit was he on?

“How in the fuck can you say some simple shit like that? I’ve never been with anyone but you. Can you say the same? Chino, you went to prison, and I was left out here all alone. None of your crew would help me. And muthafucka, you came home from the penitentiary with everything that you left with. Not one lock was changed, not one phone number changed, your clothes hangin’ where you left them. I put your precious cars in storage, visited you twice a week. You came home to all your loot. Every stashed dime. Nigga, what? I kept money on your books. I sent clothing and food boxes in your name and any other nigga’s name you gave me. I accepted the collect calls and made three-way calls for you and all them other sorry-ass niggas you met up in there.

“Why are you doing this to us? Chino, I need you. Erik was just my friend. You know we went to school together—”

Cutting off my words, he pressed harder to get past me. “Pooh, that nigga getting money in the streets just like me, and you should not have been fuckin’ with him like that. Save that drama for your momma. Them tears is because your ass is cut off. You on your own. I can’t take it anymore.” Then Chino looked me dead in the eye and delivered the final blow. “Besides, I’m in love with someone else.”

Chino’s insistence to leave and my resistance to let him go stopped. His words brought silence to our home. We both stood up straight, as if a drill sergeant yelled “Attention.” The words sobered my mind, and I really looked at Chino for the first time that night and noticed hickeys on the side of his neck and the exposed part of his chest. My mind drew a blank as I felt the blood rush to my face. I wanted to rip his pants off and examine his dick, but the truth was obvious. He had been fuckin’ someone else.

“What, Chino? What did you say?” He didn’t repeat himself, so I did it for him. “You said you’re in love with someone else?” Again, he said nothing. I raised my hand and smacked the shit out of him.
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At the sight of him, there was a flutter in my heart. It was surprising because I thought my heart was frozen.

“Hi. My name is Delano.” His eyes roamed my body from head to toe. Delano began looking into my eyes until I could not hold the stare any longer. I was feeling extremely self-conscious, because I wanted to be as attractive to him as he was to me. Blushing inside, I felt as though I were standing before him in the nude. I began to tingle inside, anticipating whatever words were about to come out of his mouth. With my heart beating faster than an addict’s after a hit, I believed that God has placed before me the man of my dreams.

T-Love eagerly said, “And this is Carmen.”

“Hi. Umm… T, I need to talk to you. It’s really important.”

“A’ight, no problem. Me and my boys gonna crash in the family room for a couple of days.”

“I need to go get my hair done,” I told him. “Can you watch the baby?”

“The baby?” He turned, looking at me with surprise.

He was about to get put out. “Yes, the baby!”

“Uh, how long?” T asked irritably.

“Four hours max.” I held my hands as if in prayer.

“Well, that’s cool. Me and lil’ man will watch the Playboy channel.”

“No way!” I was worried that T-Love would be irresponsible with my son. He must have seen the concern on my face.

“Nah, we’ll take a nap.” T smirked as he looked over at Delano. “Can you drop Carmen off?” T-Love, continuing to control the room, then turned to me. “Carmen, I might need to make a run, so I’ll take the baby with me.”

“What type of run with my son?” I did the sister-girl routine and placed my hands on my hips.

“No, it’s not what you think. I had something made by a jeweler for my wife the last time I was here. It’s supposed to be ready, so I may just have to run and pick it up. So, D, can you give Carmen a ride?”

D and I both looked surprised, but Delano casually said, “Sure. No problem.”

Now, this will be interesting. We left the condo and walked over to a hooptie. No, this nigga ain’t in this shit, I thought. It was a dingy gray color with dents on every side. The passenger door stuck as he attempted to open it gracefully. None of the tires matched, and the rims were nonexistent. It didn’t look like it would get us to point B. “Don’t be laughing at my car or I won’t let you in,” Delano said jokingly.

I thought, Well, at least he has a sense of humor. I had gotten to the point of trying to find anything to amuse myself. Most days I laughed to keep from crying. I hated the streets, the constant lies and mind games. You could never forget that your life was in danger all the time. I was making some money, but it wasn’t enough to be out of skid row’s reach. I had to keep stackin’ dollars. I didn’t want to get hurt out there in the game. And I couldn’t imagine life without my son or doing time behind bars. Noticing the manicured lawns that covered my neighborhood, I had the urge to knock on the doors of these homes and ask the question, “What do y’all do for a living?” or “What kind of job you gotta have to live in a place like this?”

As we rode, I thought of my Chino and realized all he went through to provide for us.

Well, many nights, Chino and I would talk and talk. He was so wise and would use stories and parables to teach me life lessons. One of the many memorable stories that he shared with me was about the loss of a friendship. Chino was around eight or nine and was playing with a kid from a financially secure family. During one of his playtime visits, Chino decided to take something from the home that didn’t belong to him. As a punishment, the parents of the kid forbade him from playing with Chino. Chino related how painful this was for him and how his actions were definitely not worth the loss of his friend.

His lesson was that you have to weigh the consequences of your actions. Nothing is worth the loss of a true friendship. I also was learning every day that all that glitters wasn’t gold. Now I was beginning to make sacrifices and overcome the same challenges Chino faced to provide for my son. Although I was making a little money, I had to be careful because one slipup could cost me my life. I was entering another level. The same level that sealed our fate.

“Carmen… Carmen! You’re in another world. Can I give you a penny for your thoughts?”

I snapped out of my daze. “No, I’m sorry. I was just daydreaming.”

As I stared out of the small Honda window he continued, “Are you married?”

“Why?” I asked defensively. Do you want to marry me? Did you know that I was almost married, was going to be married in two months before the drama?

“Because I want to know if you’re available.”

“You’re very direct.”

“I believe honesty is always best, and distrust is the number one reason relationships fail.”

“Well, I’m just getting a ride from you, and I honestly need to get my hair done.”

We both laughed. Just like pieces of a puzzle, we fit so easily, like we had known each other forever. I hadn’t felt this comfortable with anyone since I met Chino years ago. Delano was handsome and had beautiful eyes. They weren’t beautiful because they were another color besides brown; they were beautiful because they were full of sparkle. The eyes are the windows to the soul. He was so much more than his outward appearance, and his vibe just felt right to me.

“Hey, that’s a nice reggae tape,” I whispered.

“Don’t tell me you like reggae.”

“Yes, I do.”

“I know a reggae spot that’s open late on Fridays and Saturdays. You want to go tonight?”

“D, it sounds good, but no thanks.”

“No?”

“Yes,” I looked at him with a puzzled expression on my face. “Have you not been told no before?”

“Yes, I have, but when it’s something I want, I won’t take no for an answer.”

Time to change the topic. “Where are you from? You drive like a maniac.”

I clutched the dented door panel as he glided around the corner with one hand on the wheel and replied, “Brooklyn.”

“I knew it. You drive like a wild New Yorker.”

“What do you have against New Yorkers?”

“Nothing,” I said defensively.

“Do you want me to come and pick you up?” He pulled up to the curb in front of the salon and the car backfired loudly. Neither one of us said a word for a minute.

Reaching for the door, I responded, “No, I’ll get a cab or call T-Love for a ride. Thanks.”

“Page me when you’re done.”

“I’m okay, really. Thanks. Drive safely.”

I gave him a wave, then dashed across the street, already twenty minutes late for my appointment. I prayed that nobody saw me get out of that death trap.

Three hours later, I was under the hair dryer reading a magazine when my hairdresser, Tiki, came over. “I think you’re finished and you have a phone call.” My first thoughts were of my son. T-Love would have paged me, though, if something were wrong. As I walked to the phone, I checked my pager: no messages from T.

“Hello?”

“Hi, Carmen, almost finished?”

“Who is this?”

“You know who this is. I’m on my way to pick you up, so don’t call anyone.” Click!

I couldn’t believe he had the nerve to hang up on me, but it felt good to be waiting for someone to come get me. My hair looked great, every strand in place. I decided to put makeup on, but I changed my mind because this time around I wanted a man to accept me as I was, this time around. If he can take me at my worst, then he will appreciate me at my best.

Delano finally arrived, and his entrance into the salon caused collective murmurs and heads to turn in his direction. He walked over to me, admiring my hair, and said, “Carmen, you look good, girl.”

The patron seated to my right leaned over and whispered into my ear, “Girl, where did you get him at? He got a brother? Is that a sock in his pants or what?”

I blushed and responded to Delano, “Thanks.” I turned to my hairdresser. “Tiki, how much I owe you?”

Unexpectedly, Delano said, “Don’t worry, I got ya. How much, Tiki?” In my peripheral vision, I noticed women applying lipstick and walking, no, sashaying past Delano to the magazine rack attempting to catch his eye. However, this gentleman kept his eyes on me. Tiki did a pretend calculation of my bill.

She taxed him. She charged him $95. Delano flipped out a crisp $100 bill and added a $50 bill on top of it for a tip. Tawanna, Tiki’s assistant, and Tiki gave each other the eye and looked at me like, Damn, can I be you for a day?

Tiki Baytops, a hair designer from Jersey, was the best stylist in town, and she knew it. You paid for her expertise and she cut and styled your hair like no other. I even purchased the same sort of hair comb she used, trying to duplicate the style at home. Tiki styled hair with soft, flattering layers that framed your face and complemented your personal look. My appointment was standing twice a week, on Tuesday and Saturday, and I had a guaranteed three-hour wait. Insanity, but you gotta do what you gotta do.

During my wait, it was business as usual. I would sit in the reception area, telephone and notepad in hand, answering calls and arranging dates. G would come up to the shop and bring me lunch, then we would sit in the parking lot rappin’ about getting money while I sported a shower cap getting my locks deep conditioned. I definitely did not do split ends, dry hair or curls out of place. G would say, “Damn, Carmen, it takes all this to look good? You need to get a fro or some damn braids. You live up in this piece.”

Beauty is pain sometimes. But I got the absolute best fashion tips from Tawanna, who was from Detroit. During my wait, she would try to sell me something or up me on the latest styles. Tawanna would shampoo me wearing her Gucci boots and Prada jeans. She kept me laughin’ while I waited my turn in Tiki’s chair. But if they smelled drug money, they upped the prices. Who could blame them? Everyone wants a piece of the pie. If D wanted to be Big Bank, then he could be Big Bank.

“Delano, thanks for my hair. You didn’t have to.”

“I know I didn’t, but I wanted to do it. Your hair needed some help, girl.” We smiled as we walked to his car. “Are you hungry?”

“Yes.”

“I know where we can get some delicious food made like Mom makes it.” Wow, is he asking me out on a date? Courtship isn’t dead, huh? In his presence, I feel special.

“Now, that’s good because my mom can cook. Let’s go.”

“They also have good music. One concern, though.”

“What’s that?”

“It’s in the hood. Is that a problem?”

“No, just as long as I don’t get shot.”

“I’ll protect you.”

The food at Boopsey’s was great and the music was good. They had a jukebox that pumped the latest in R & B. There was a row of booths for seating to the left and a bar equal in length to the right. They also had pool tables toward the rear of the building near the restrooms. It was a smoking environment, and I got a breathful of indo. The tables were equipped not only with salt and pepper shakers but with all the necessary condiments for the soul-food menu—hot sauce, mustard and ketchup. D and I played a few games of pool, and he gave me some quarters to play the jukebox. I felt like a schoolgirl on a date. He led me to our table.

“Well, you already know from my driving that I’m from New York. I’m also the proud father of two sons. They’re by two different women from my younger heyday.” I knew it was too good to be true. Not one, but two baby mamas. “I have a nice friendship with them, and I spend a lot of time with my sons. I’m single and have been for some time. I’m looking for Ms. Right. Well, not actually looking, but I asked God to bring her to me. Carmen, I see something in you that I like.”

“Oh, really?” I gave him a screwed-up face and raised eyebrow.

“Yes, really, despite your attitude.”

Keep your guard up and keep your heart locked.

“Life has taught me that the things worth having come with a challenge, and I’m very patient,” said Delano confidently.

“How old are you?”

“Thirty.”

Great, a man with a little bit of wisdom. “Well, I’m not interested in being chosen.” I needed him to understand where I was coming from.

“You always talking fly. Carmen, you need to understand that I’m in the streets on a mission, but I’m not classified by baller, player—none of that stuff. So talk to me like you talk to a man because that’s what I am, and in turn, I’ll always talk to you like you’re a woman.”

“Will you stop talking so I can eat, sir?” I don’t want to like him, but I do.

We sat, ate and talked for hours before I realized I’d been gone from home longer than I wanted. It was my first time being out on anything close to a date since Chino and it was fun. D dropped me off at my condo. I told him I would call him, though I knew I would not. Well, I knew I didn’t want to. I was on a come-up, and love wasn’t in the equation.

I walked into my den a little after 9:00 p.m. and found T-Love and my son asleep. Music videos were playing low on the TV. I took my son in my arms and kissed him as I walked him to my bedroom. He never really slept in his room. We always slept together. My son was my life, my force and my motivation. For me, he represented all the good in the world. He was my blessing from God. I just wanted his life to be better and wanted to give him the best.

I went downstairs to talk business with T. I really didn’t know what to say to him. Although I had been exposed to it, I knew nothing of the dope game. I knew G purchased O-Z’s. That was it. I had an outlet and was determined to find a resource. That resource was T-Love. I touched his shoulder.

“T, wake up. I thought you had a date.”

“Yeah, I did, but you jetted. You were gone forever.”

“Well, I didn’t mean to be late. Thank you again ’cause I really needed to get out.”

“Watch yourself with Delano. He has a lot of women interested in him. Plus, I hear his babies’ mothers are crazy.”

“Don’t worry. I will. It’s still early if you wanted to use the Jeep to go out. Were you at least able to make some runs?”

“Yeah, but Abdullah and ’em are coming over, and I need to be here at the house to get his page and give him directions to your new, fly-ass condo.”

“T, I’m going to stay up and watch a movie. I can get his page, return the call and give them directions for you. I can wait up for them, get them settled and squared away. You leave your pager and take mine. I’ll page you when they get to the house. Go out and enjoy yourself. You go back home to your wife in two days and you know you wanna get your freak on. Besides, I need to take some calls and make some money.”

The more I talked, the faster he moved. All T saw was ass and all I saw was opportunity.

“Mmmmm, T,” I said as I followed him around the house, “you know I’m a single mom and out there hustlin’.”

“Right, right.” He nodded in agreement.

“Well, I need to buy some girl. Can you help me?”

“No way!” He looked at me and shook his head in disbelief. “Keep your service.”

“I need a house for my son and me.”

“You living nice, you’re making money. Shit, I want to leave my wife for you. What’s up?” he said, smiling sheepishly.

“Yeah, silly, but I spend a lot of money, and I’m renting. I need security.”

I quickly saw that I could not get any sympathy over my situation, so I went for the jugular: his pocket. “I’m talking about making real dollars.” Aw! A raised eyebrow. Now I had his attention. “Listen, whatever you’re movin’, I can help you move double.”

“I’m moving a kilo to a kilo and a half in a week, no problem,” he stated proudly.

“Next week, bring me one,” I pleaded.

“Umm. I need some money up front,” T responded, staring me in the face.

Damn, he’s sleepin’ in my den, driving my Jeep, and I’ve never asked for anything. I was hurt and about to cry because all this time I was thinking that we were closer than that. I knew he didn’t get money up front from the other people he dealt with, so why me? At that moment, I vowed to get independent, so I’d never need anyone.

My anger brought out both strength and weakness. In my strength I said, “No problem, but tax me and I’ll tax your ass.”

“A’ight, next week it’s on, and I’ll see what you can do.”

With that we exchanged pagers. I handed him my car keys and waved good-bye. Yeah, T can bounce my Jeep around town and make it hotter than a firecracker, tryin’ to use me. Okay, T-Love, everyone gets a chance, and my chance is coming. As I ended that thought, I turned my phones on and settled on my couch watching TV with my pencil and notepad. I paged some of the girls for their locations, then got down to business.

Ring… ring.

“Hello, may I help you?… Yes! Renaye is 36–24–38… Outcalls are $175… No problem. She’ll be there in thirty minutes.” I verified his number and address.

Click!

I called Renaye to set her appointment, as something on TV caught my attention. A video by Janet Jackson had come on. It was the same song that I heard in Boopsey’s when I was with Delano. I couldn’t stop thinking about him, no matter how hard I tried. I paged him, even though I told myself earlier that I wouldn’t.

In fifteen minutes, he called back.

“Someone call a pager?” He sounded anxious as if this were a call for a potential buy.

“Hi, it’s me. You don’t recognize my number?”

“No, but I recognize your voice.”

“What’s up?”

“I’ve been thinking of you,” he smoothly responded with that Brooklyn accent.

“Yeah, right.” I twisted the cord of the phone as I was mesmerized by his soothing voice.

“No. I really was, but hey, I’m at Boopsey’s playing pool and I’m at the outside pay phone. It’s cold.”

“Well, I can call you later.” I didn’t want him to hang up the phone, but I couldn’t let him know that.

“Can I come over?”

“No. I just wanted to call and say hi. Maybe we can do lunch this week. I’ll call you.”

“Carmen?”

“Yes?”

“Good night.”

I smiled. “Good night, Delano.” His Brooklyn accent sent chills up my spine, and I longed for him to be sitting beside me on the couch talking to me as I laid my head in his lap.

My phone rang.

“Hello?”

“Hi, sweetheart.”

“Hey, G.”

“Can you help a brother out? I’m pressed.”

“Yes, it’s on for next weekend. I’ll see you then and we will discuss more about it.”

“Thanks, C.”

Now, how in the hell could I sell a kilo? More research was needed. It would all work out somehow. It had to. If not, I’d be out of my savings and on skid row again with enough coke to snort for a year. The deck was definitely stacked against me. I had come so far, and the escort and fencing were slow-roll hustles. The potential earnings thrust me into belief in the unknown. I had to take a chance and ball. The come-up is always the greatest challenge, and I loved a challenge.

“Oh, shit!” The beeping of T’s pager startled me. “It’s them.” I’ll never forget it. Abdullah and the fellas from New York—my entry into the dope game.



Six
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“Hello, Infa, this is Carmen. T asked me to give you directions to my home.”

“Where he at?” asked Infa.

“Where else?”

“On a booty call.” We faded in like a rap group.

“You got anything to eat?”

My grocery bills alone supporting this crew were in the four figures. Damn!

“Yes. My fridge is full. Want me to fix you something?” I knew he did. They always wanted service.

“Yeah. Do dat,” said Infa.

“How about some Philly cheesesteak sandwiches with onions, peppers and mushrooms with some Heinekens to wash it down?”

“Sounds good,” he told me. I gave him directions and the line went dead. They were on their way.

I grabbed my cordless and went to check on the baby. I enjoyed just watching him sleep. I gave him a tender kiss on the side of his face as I traced the outline of his eyebrow, down the middle of his little nose and over his lips, where I noticed his first teeth coming in. I smelled his scent on his neck.

After going downstairs to the kitchen, I got all the items out of the fridge. I got a bowl and put some chips in it, then got some blankets, linens and pillows, and stacked them by the stairs.

I saw the lights from the kitchen window as they pulled into my garage. It felt like déjà vu because I had gone through this with Chino and all the fellas. I did the same things for them; then they turned around and cut my throat. I was not about to forget that. I told myself this go-around would be different. I would not get hurt this time, nor would I be forgotten. Carmen would make sure of this. It was all about me and stacking some dollars to buy us a new home.

For a split second, I was standing in my old kitchen, Chino’s and mine. I could see a pile of tennis shoes next to the door to the garage off the kitchen. I really missed the fellas.

They would watch basketball game after basketball game. There was Rock, the athlete of the crew. Wherever you saw him, a basketball was nearby. He would dribble and talk, talk and dribble. Getting down on the court was his thing. Chris J, the tallest of the team, standing six-four, was thin, gentle and a definite follower. Ant, the model type, had good looks that only handicapped and confused him. All he wanted was some money. Cory, nerdy, reared for more out of life, chased the excitement of the streets. And my Chino, the leader of the pack. Talk about some niggas looking good ridin’ five deep in a 500 SEL.

Just when I began to feel a sudden sadness inside of me, Carmen popped back in and greeted Infa at the door and took control of the night. Infa was sexy. He was half-black and half-Panamanian. His skin was smooth and cocoa brown, and his jaw was outlined by a thick, trimmed beard. His thick mustache accented his thick, kissable lips. I thought, Ooh wee, when I saw him. He was also married to a Spanish mami who would definitely kick your ass for thinkin’ about her man. So I left that one alone and gave him the utmost respect because of her. All the women lusting after Infa were afraid of mamacita.

They came, and we kicked it, hitting the club. We arrived in a white Lincoln Navigator limo with chromed-out rims, black piping on the seats, TVs in the headrests complete with PlayStation and a fully stocked bar and fridge. We were flossin’ and profiling as we pulled into the valet section for drop off. Infa handed me his nine to place in my purse to get past the security pat down. Problem was, my shoulder-strap purse was too small.

Infa started cursing. “Why in the fuck you carry such a small-ass bag? You know the drill. How am I gonna get my piece up in the spot?”

I ignored his complaints and looked at Abdullah, whose nine was now sitting in his lap as he thought about how he would get it up in the club. “Okay, my fault, but do you got beef with anyone? Y’all from Uptop, and we in Ohio. Let’s just stay for a couple of hours.” I convinced them it was cool. This was a new nightclub that didn’t have a notorious rep for violence yet. They stashed their nines underneath the seats.

I emerged from the limo sportin’ Versace white leather hip-hugging shorts and knee-high white Durango boots with three-inch heels. My matching white halter rested against my skin. The leather was so soft you had to get up close to determine if it was fabric or leather. Infa bounced from the limo wearing a black Armani suit, and Abdullah followed wearing the exact same suit, only in white. All eyes were on us as we strolled into the club giving shout-outs to people that we knew.

The Pulse nightclub was on jam. Swinging my hair from side to side and pulling it behind one ear, I sipped on my drink, listening to the music. The club was sponsoring an open mic contest, and the contestants were going for the gold, rippin’ shit up on the mic. I ignored the stares from the jealous females wondering how I had it like that. I was enjoying the men’s eyes glued to my backside. We were having a good time. Abdullah motioned for two nearby chicken heads to join us. He pulled out a wad of cash, and I was sure I heard one of them cluck. I looked at his wad. I want my wad to be bigger, I thought. And better yet, I want it to be all mine.

“How about some bubbly?” Abdullah motioned the bartender over.

I didn’t get any play due to the fact that Infa stayed glued to my side with a mean look on his face. He called it his club look. Any interested suitor knew that to approach me was to approach Infa. He felt he didn’t have time to get played anywhere, especially up in a club with an audience, so we stayed up in the place for about two hours, then began making our way to the exit. Abdullah smacked a C-note on the photo booth counter, and we began a modeling session. We clowned and hammed it up for the cameras. I gave up some booty shots, and they broke out with some penitentiary poses. I got tired of being silly and just stood on the sideline as the chicken heads joined them, allowing total strangers to cup their booties and tah-tahs. Infa even stuck his tongue down one girl’s shirt. I stuffed the photos in my purse and headed for the exit.

We returned to the limo and headed downtown for dinner at Morton’s. We ordered steak and lobster and drank bubbly all night. After the third bottle of Cristal, we started crackin’ on T-Love and his booty-call adventures.

Abdullah got it started. “Why won’t T-Love use some of that money and buy his girl a new hair weave? Or at least get it the same texture as her own hair.”

I elbowed him in the side and said, “When I first saw her, I wanted to reach over and feel T-Love’s forehead and take his temperature, ’cause his ass must have been near death and desperate when he picked that one out of the bunch. And you, you can’t talk. Don’t your girl got a weave, or do you not think that latch hook is fake?”

Infa started on me. “You the only girl I know who wraps her hair up at night so damn tight that you got lines on your forehead and have to press your face in the morning. What the fuck is a wrap anyway?”

I got an attitude and said, “Oh, please, if you dated black girls, you would know what a wrap was.”

Infa responded, “It ain’t enough aspirins in a bottle of Tylenol for me to date a black girl.”

Abdullah took another sip and continued, “Shit, I don’t see how T-Love dates LaShonn. Her damn voice is irritating.”

“Playa, he ain’t dating her voice, and I don’t think her pussy talks back,” Infa told him.

“Well, she getting paid,” I confirmed. “Don’t T know that they call it trickin’? How does it feel to have a brother out there trickin’?”

Abdullah spat his bubbly on the table. Infa and I both screamed, “Damn, nigga!”

He began to wipe his shirt and said, “Ms. Heidi Fleiss imitator talking about trickin’. You run an escort service. Come on, tell us, do you be doing them dates?”

I replied with a raised eyebrow, “You really wanna know, don’t you?” I smiled at him. “You can’t afford this.” I pointed between my legs and traced his lips with butter from my little finger.

The waitress approached the table with a monster-sized dessert that Infa had dreamed up.

“What the hell is this?” I asked after she left it sitting in the middle of our table.

“Look, Wrappy.” Infa chuckled. “Just eat it. You ain’t never turned down chocolate.”

We grabbed our forks and dug into the plate and all started nodding. “This some good shit,” Abdullah said.

We closed the restaurant, and when the bill arrived, we kept passing it around and around the table like no one wanted to pay for it. Abdullah was so drunk that I slid my hands into his pants, clipped him for $300 without him noticing, and paid the tab. Infa saw every move, and we just laughed at his drunk ass. We hoisted him into the limo and headed back to my place to crash. The following morning, they were back on the road, headed home to New York. It was a fast weekend.

[image: logo]

The next morning, I got my son dressed and ready for day care. I always hated saying good-bye to him, but I’d learned you had to do what you had to do, and that’s just how it is. Because I was seeking knowledge, I went to the place knowledge is found: the library. I didn’t want to ask anyone for anything. I got a book on weight, then read and copied all the things associated with a kilo. I learned that there are twenty-eight grams in an ounce, and I learned how many ounces are in a kilo. It wasn’t difficult to figure out a big eight’s amount. Then I went to a drug paraphernalia store named Cloud Nine on Cleveland Avenue and purchased a scale for about $100.

I reminded myself to stick to the rule of keeping the scale in the kitchen. Rumor in the streets said that if the po-po found a scale in the kitchen, they’d think you were weighing food with it, not drugs. I also purchased some rubber gloves and plastic baggies. Shit, Chino used to count money in gloves, his ass was so cautious. I had everything I needed—I hoped.

As I began cleaning my house to music, the pagers were buzzing off the hook. I ended up checking messages and answering phones, the usual hectic day. Hustling is very hard work. Most people don’t know this. They think it’s easier than working a real job, but it’s not. My nerves were a wreck. The only soothing balm is the money. So I hustled harder to get more of that soothing dough. But I would soon learn that even the money came with it’s own drama—muthafuckas makin’ my money short.

Short money brought bullshit excuses. “See, see what I’m sayin’. I got stopped by the police, and the money was in the trunk of the car, and the police towed my car because I don’t have a valid license, and when I went to pick up my car the next day, the money was gone, so I’m short, but I’m gonna make it up.”

Or “I was gonna pay you, but my mom had an operation,” while I knew good and well their mama died a year ago. Or a whore talkin’ about, “I can’t fuck ’cause I am on my period,” while I knew she had a hysterectomy. Or an escort talkin’ about, “I got a headache, so I can’t fuck.”

Then come the friends who think since you gettin’ money it’s okay to borrow money, knowing full well they won’t repay. One time, a heroin-addicted booster stood on my front porch ringing my bell for hours in the rain until I let her in to sell her wares. There was the salesman at my favorite sound-system store, trying to upgrade my shit so his commission was higher. If you check out Pretty Toney at Mobile Electronics, his ass is the bearer of bad news: “I’m afraid to tell ya, because you own a BMW and are a drug dealer… oops… I mean, you have an expensive car, it will cost you triple to install your system.”

Then there was the rival drug dealer worried about you tryin’ to get their block. I wasn’t interested in no blocks or territory. I wanted to sell weight and let them worry about where they sold it. I intended on being that girl. Do me, be loyal to myself and get paid.

I was a madam, or more like a “pimpadam.” My criminal résumé was growing. I was a fence, and now a drug dealer. This was not how my life was supposed to be. I just sat on the floor and tried to suppress the tears as best I could. Things were going better for me financially, but I was sad inside. I missed my Chino. It wasn’t supposed to be this way. Before many tears could fall, Carmen chimed in. Snap out of it and get over it. That voice and the ringing of the phone snapped me out of it. I suppressed the pain.

“Hello, may I help you?”

“Yes. Do you have girls who speak Greek?”

“Yes, I do.” I now knew that “speak Greek” means anal sex, or the Hershey Highway, as they say. Most men like to get down like that. Responding to the caller’s question, I chimed into the receiver, “They are fluent in it, and for three hundred dollars, you can be tutored.” I set the appointment and told myself China’s line: “Let that be the reason I get over my past.”

The weekend was here before I knew it, and I was ready. T-Love arrived late Friday night, so I told G-Money I’d meet with him early Saturday at the hotel after I collected from the girls. T-Love was very anxious. He gave me my package and told me my ticket was $24,000. Twenty-four Gs. I couldn’t believe it, my own bird, my own brick. I had seventeen Gs in a shoe box upstairs, but I was thinking, Now what? I’m short, so I have to think fast. I’ve got to make some moves.

I impressed T-Love with my confidence and shiny new triple-beam scale. I had practiced using it. All I knew was I had a sale for a big eight, and that four big eights equaled a half a kilo. So I could package four big eights. I weighed and measured as T watched me. I was very nervous but tried not to show it. This was my prerequisite for tomorrow’s performance with G-Money. Yes, I was ready, as ready as I could get. I immediately took the conversation to one of his booty-call adventures. I was hoping he wouldn’t ask for the money up front.

“So, T, when are you leaving? Sunday night or Monday morning?”

“I’m bouncing on Sunday night.” He continued to watch me.

“You didn’t finish telling me about your hoochie LaShonn. Why she be tryin’ to pronounce her name ‘LaShone’ like it got an ‘e’ on the end? Like her shit is French or something. I call her LaShonn. Which is it? When she call, she be like, ‘Tell him LaShone called.’”
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