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To my dear friend Shelia Sumners—may you forever rest peacefully.





DATING GAMES






ONE

LYING ON her back, still feeling the sensation of her boyfriend between her legs even after he had risen from her, Livvy knew she would become pregnant. She felt the warm fluid swim through her, making her certain of this. Her mother would kill her for wanting to have this child at sixteen years old. She’d do it anyway, that also she was sure of. 

She waited four months to tell her boyfriend, Avery, for fear that he would run away. But the wait didn’t matter, because he had disappeared only days after the news was given to him. 

She finally called his house, then went over there, camping in front of his doorstep, wearing her big T-shirt, her belly big and round in front of her. His mother gave her no information, acting as if she had never met, or given birth, for that matter, to her son, Avery. 

“Don’t know where he is, and don’t know when he’s coming back,” she said, slamming the door in Livvy’s face.

Livvy walked home slowly, her head hung low, only to get harassed by her mother the moment she walked through the door of their apartment. 

Livvy remembered their last argument in the kitchen. The place was a mess, as it had always been, and her mother had just walked in from her second job. Exhausted, she fell into one of the kitchen chairs, her hair wild about her head, her cheap clothes smelling like smoke from the lounge she worked at in the evenings. She had the strength to toe off only one of her high-heeled shoes, leaving the other one on. She blew out an exasperated sigh. 

Livvy had walked out of her bedroom in a T-shirt and panties. She had not heard her mother come in, and when she caught sight of her, Livvy quickly turned around, hoping to disappear back into her room.

“Hold it.”

Livvy froze.

“Why ain’t this kitchen clean?”

“I was sick, Mama.”

“What’s wrong with you?”

“My stomach,” Livvy said, a sour look on her face. She placed a hand on top of the curve of her belly.

“Livvy—”

“Mama, I ain’t getting rid of it.” Livvy knew what her mother was going to say, because she said it every night.

“Child, you see this place?”

Livvy looked at her uncertainly, not knowing where the question came from and what kind of answer was expected of her.

“You hear me?”

“Yes.”

“It’s a dump. Everything is falling apart. Ain’t got living room furniture. Got to sit on folding chairs, because we can’t afford nothin’ else. Don’t matter how many times we call the exterminator, don’t matter how many bottles of Raid we spray, the roaches don’t go away, and the damn rats think they got as much right to this place as we do.” She paused, a look of disgust on her face, and glanced over the room. 

“You like living like this, Livvy?”

Livvy tried holding her mother’s stare but had to look away.

“Mama, I’m used to it.”

“That’s not what I asked you, child.”

“It’s our home, Mama.” Livvy looked up at her mother, wanting to cry, feeling sorry and embarrassed for her.

“‘It’s our home’ don’t make it reason enough for us to have to live in this shit. This just how you gonna be living when you get my age. Is that what you want?” 

Livvy didn’t answer, knowing her mother’s tactics for trying to get her to kill her unborn child.

“And you want your child living like this? You gonna have enough to worry about with diaper rash, and teething, and nonsense like that. You want to have to worry about looking down into your baby’s crib and finding a rat sniffing around her? Constantly have to watch her while she’s crawling on the floor, so she don’t put lead paint chips or dead roaches in her mouth? Do you want that?” 

“No,” Livvy said, anger and frustration creeping into her voice.

“Then let me take you to the clinic. I’ll be there with you, holding your hand all the way, baby. I’ll be in the room with you.” 

Livvy let her mind wander down the street, into that room. She saw her legs hoisted up into those stirrups, heard the buzz of that blade, the suck of that vacuum, could almost feel her insides being yanked out of her. 

“No!” she screamed, and turned, stumbling back on weary legs toward her room. But her mother was quickly up and out of that chair, had chased her down, one high-heeled shoe and all, and had spun Livvy around. 

“Then what you gonna do, Livvy? You’re sixteen years old, ain’t finish high school. Ain’t got no job, ain’t got no skills to get a decent job, and you want to have a baby. How you gonna care for it?” 

“We’ll handle it.”

“We? We!” Livvy’s mother shouted. “Ain’t nobody around here but you. Ain’t nobody carrying that baby but you. Who the hell is we?” 

“Me and Avery,” Livvy whispered under her breath.

Livvy’s mother sadly shook her head. “That boy is gone, and he ain’t never coming back, child. You got to know that.”

“He left, but once—”

“—once you have the baby, he gonna come back?” Livvy’s mother finished for her. “No. He ain’t. I thought the same thing when I had you, but don’t no sixteen-year-old boy want to raise no child. He a child himself. But the difference between boys and you girls is that they smart enough to know they still children and got no business trying to raise one themself. Livvy …” 

“I ain’t killing my baby,” Livvy protested, a tear slipping over the rim of her eyelid.

“Livvy, Baby—”

“I ain’t killing my child!”

“You gonna regret this your whole life.”

“Like you regret having me?

“No, no, Livvy,” her mother said, stepping near to her, placing her arms around her, consoling her daughter. “You the best thing that ever happened to me. But why you gotta go and do it just because I did?” 

Livvy stared into her mother’s eyes, took a moment, then spoke. “Because I want somebody who really loves me.”

“Livvy, I love you. You know that.” Her mother tightened her arms around her child, but Livvy squirmed out of the embrace.

“You never here. You always at work, leaving me here by myself.”

“Because I gotta take care of you. Pay rent, put food on the table.”

“And what about Daddy? He didn’t even stay around to raise me. Don’t nobody love me. But my baby will when I have it. Even if Avery don’t realize what a beautiful baby we made together, it won’t matter, because my baby’ll still love me.” Livvy kept her eyes on her mother for a moment longer, then turned, and started back to her room. 

“Livvy …”

“I’m having it, Mama.”

“Livvy!” her mother called again.

“Ain’t nothing more you can say. I said, I’m having it.”

“Then you ain’t having it here.” Her mother’s voice was low, but Livvy heard the words. She stopped dead, but did not turn and look around. 

“That’s right,” Livvy’s mother said. She sounded unsure, as if she questioned each word she said, but had to stay strong because of what she believed best for her child. “You heard me. You think you grown enough to bring a life into this world, then you grown enough to care for it yourself. I did what I was supposed to do. I had you when I was sixteen and would’ve cared for you until you was old enough to do it for yourself, but obviously that time is now. I ain’t spending no more of my life raising somebody else child, even if it is yours. So I guess you got one more decision to make.” 

Livvy waited for a moment, making sure her mother was done saying what she had to say, then took the last few steps into her bedroom and closed the door behind her. There was no decision to make, Livvy thought, because it was made the night she got pregnant. She was having her baby. 

SEVENTEEN YEARS later, Livvy Rodgers was thirty-three, working in a hospital as a nurse’s assistant. She was proud of what she did, of what she accomplished, in light of the decisions she had made over the course her life. Yes, she could’ve done more, should’ve gotten further, but she took what she did very seriously. 

The hospital uniform she wore was always spotless, brilliantly white, and sharply creased in all the appropriate places. Her curly, almost shoulder-length black hair was always pinned up in a bun, making her look very neat and professional. She kept herself in fairly good shape, although she could not seem to drop the fifteen pounds she had put on during her pregnancy. It had all gone to her hips and behind, making it necessary for everything she wore, including her uniforms, to be taken in at the waist in order for them to fit properly. 

That evening, Livvy had been taking care of a new patient, a beautiful, fair-complexioned girl, with curly light brown hair, pulled back in a ponytail, and held with a single rubber band. She was the reason Livvy was having thoughts about her own childhood, about when she was pregnant. 

Livvy assumed the girl couldn’t have been any older than she was when she had given birth. If anything, she was probably a year or two younger. 

The girl’s belly was large and round under the blankets, for she was past due. She placed her hands over her stomach, shamefully trying to hide her unborn child from the nurses’ assistant who was staring sympathetically down at her. 

“You gonna have a baby,” Livvy said, trying to smile in spite of the situation, sensing the girl’s discomfort.

The girl smiled, slowly moving her hands. “Yeah. A baby girl.”

“How old are you?”

“Fourteen.”

The smile disappeared from Livvy’s face.

LIVVY was in labor and screaming, clawing at the dashboard, feeling that something was clawing as ferociously at her insides to get out. 

“Are we fucking there yet!” Livvy yelled out to her friend. Sharika drove the ’73 Datsun B-210 as fast as the little engine would allow. 

“We a block away, girl, just hold on. Don’t be spillin’ your insides all over my seats. Hold on!”

Not ten minutes later, Livvy was on her back in the delivery room of the Cook County Hospital, the free hospital. She was screaming and crying now, hot tears streaming down the sides of her face, and all the while she was trying to keep her eyes closed, trying to block out that damn bright-ass fluorescent light that burned her retinas like the sun. She had never felt pain like this before. Not even the first time she had sex. 

Livvy screamed again, wanting to push, get this over with.

“Don’t push. Don’t push!” Livvy heard a voice coming from somewhere behind the sheet that hid her lower half.

“Fuck you!” Livvy spat and instead of pushing, squeezed the hell out of Sharika’s hand. Her childhood friend was there by her side, dressed in blue hospital scrubs, mask and hat, like she was the other parent—the two of them a cute little lesbian couple. 

“You feel any pain, you just squeeze my hand, all right, girl,” Sharika had told her before the pain really started. Livvy squeezed all right, and she hoped she broke some bones so Sharika could feel pain close to what Livvy was feeling. 

“All right, push. Push!” the doctor told her, and Livvy gave everything she had. The agony intensified, enveloping her entire body, but she continued, hoping it would stop, needing it to, because she felt she would surely die trying to give birth to her child if it didn’t. Then just before she thought she would black out, the child passed out of her. 

“Awww. Look what we have here,” Livvy heard voices behind the sheet saying. She felt Sharika try to let go of her hand to see what was going on, but Livvy wouldn’t let her go. 

“What? What?” Livvy said, trying to raise her head, see over the sheet. She heard a smack, heard the baby start crying, and then almost simultaneously felt another pain. 

“Hold it,” the doctor commanded. “Hold it!” and Livvy knew something was wrong. Her baby was going to die. That’s why it was crying. She just knew it. 

She felt more pain, something else trying to push out of her, but she couldn’t pay it any mind, because she was so worried about whether her baby would live or die. 

“Surprise, surprise!” Livvy heard the doctor say through all her panicking and pain.

“What?” Livvy said, tears rolling over her cheeks. “Is my baby all right? Tell me!”

“I think we have a two-for-one.”

Livvy turned to Sharika, still squeezing her hand. “What’s wrong? What is he talking about?”

“Livvy, I want you to push again,” the doctor told her.

“Why! What for?!” She felt another jolt of pain shoot through her belly.

Sharika pulled her mask down under her chin. “Because you’re having twins,” she smiled. “Now push!”

Five days later, Livvy lay in bed with her two little girls. Sharika’s mother said she could stay at her house in the basement for a couple of weeks, till she found a job and a place of her own. Livvy thought of calling her mother, but the thought quickly passed. Her mother didn’t want anything to do with her or her babies, so Livvy wouldn’t force them on her. She thought of calling Avery, but had no clue of where to start. She called his mother to let her know the good news. His mother said nothing more than, “That’s nice. But I still don’t know where he is.” 

As Livvy lay there, her daughters in her arms, she realized that none of that made any difference. It didn’t matter that no one cared about her anymore, because she would receive all the love she needed from her baby girls, Hennesey, and Alizé.


TWO

AT 8:45 P.M., Livvy finished her shift but was late getting off. One of the nurses had told her to clean up the patient in 316. The nurse knew Livvy was supposed to get off at eight, could see that she was walking in the direction of her locker, but she’d stopped her anyway. 

Livvy could smell the stench from way down the hallway, and she almost bent over and puked heading toward the patient’s room.

It was old Mr. Eisenbaum, one hundred if he was a day. All he did was lie in his bed with his eyes and mouth open, looking as stiff as if he was already dead, developing bed sores on his ass, and messing his sheets. This was the third time Livvy had to change him, and after the last time, she’d told herself she’d make it out of this place before she had to do it again. 

“Hey Mr. Eisenbaum,” Livvy said, loud enough for the patient in the next room to hear, because either old Eisenbaum was deaf or just didn’t give a damn about what she had to say to him. “We’re going to clean you up, okay?” There was no reply from him, just the cold, dead stare that had been on his face for the past few days. 

“Okay,” Livvy answered for him.

She cleaned him up, talking to him as she did, because she actually liked Mr. Eisenbaum. He had spoken only two words to her, and that was on the day he arrived. He was wheeled into the room on a gurney and lifted into his bed. He looked up at Livvy, who was standing off to the side, and greeted her, “Hi, nurse.” 

That comment had made her day—her entire week even.

Livvy wasn’t a nurse, and although she had a disliking for all the nurses she worked with, or, as they would put it, worked for, Livvy desperately wanted to be one herself. That way, she would be able to care for the patients instead of just clean up the crap they spilled out onto their beds. But that would never happen, Livvy always told herself, stopping herself from getting her hopes up. She was thirty-three, too old to learn. All her learning years had been spent teaching Hennesey and Alizé, trying to raise them from babies, to girls, to respectful, decent young ladies. 

Livvy had accomplished that, at least with Hennesey. She was smart as she could be, and that made Livvy smile as she drove away from the hospital toward home. Even though Livvy smelled like shit from the liquidy, pale brown mess that had splashed onto her forearm, and even though washing it off cleared it only off her arm and not out of her mind, she still had to smile when she thought of Hennesey. She was seventeen and had a full scholarship to the University of Illinois to study pre-med. She was going to be a doctor, and that made Livvy smile even more. 

Her mom couldn’t become a nurse, but her baby was going to be a doctor. “Take that!” Livvy said, steering her car, thinking about her daughter someday giving orders to the very nurses her mom once worked for. But almost immediately, Livvy became despondent when she thought about her other daughter, Alizé. Her daughters were twins, and they were both beautiful. But Livvy always asked herself, how could they have turned out so completely different? 

Where Hennesey was confident about her intelligence, Alizé was confident about her looks. The child had grown breasts, it seemed, before she grew teeth, and she was very proud of that. She’d started wearing a bra when she was ten, makeup when she was eleven, and clothing that made men think she was twice her age when she was fourteen. Whereas the most important thing to Hennesey was her education, Alizé didn’t care. The only thing important to her was how men felt about her, how much attention—and whatever else—she could get from them. 

Livvy had noticed a difference in their behavior way back when they were toddlers. Alizé would finish all her food and start reaching over the table and taking her sister’s. Seventeen years later, that behavior hadn’t changed much. Only instead of Alizé’s taking Hennesey’s grapes, now she was taking her boyfriends. 

Livvy tried so many times to convince Alizé to let her sister tutor her in school, help her try to find a career she would be interested in, or just to get away from her worthless friends and spend more time with her sister. Alizé wasn’t hearing it. “What? You just want me to be like her! Well, let me tell you something, Mama. I ain’t! We might look the same, but we ain’t the same. All right.” 

Fine, Livvy would always think. She would smile a little bit, thinking about what her mother had told her before she had died. The girls were only five years old then, but her mother said to Livvy, “That Alizé is going to be a handful. That’s payback for all the hell you gave me, child,” she’d said, smiling. After the girls were a year old, Livvy’s mother finally made her way over to her daughter’s apartment. She said she couldn’t have stayed away any longer. Livvy’s mother had five good years with the girls before she passed, and even though Livvy and her mother weren’t always the best of friends, she was glad her daughters had time to get to know their grandmother. 

Livvy could remember the day she put her mother to rest, could remember standing there, looking down into her casket, both her daughters holding either of her hands. 

“She sleepin’, Mommy?” Hennesey asked, always the inquisitive one.

“Yeah, baby. She’s sleeping, but it’ll be forever,” Livvy told her, still staring at her mother’s waxen face. She thought about the hell they had been through with each other, the things that shouldn’t have been said, shouldn’t have been done, and then Livvy thought about the few good times they had together. Livvy promised herself that day that she would do everything in her power to give her daughters a better life, to give them more good times to remember than bad. On the day of her mother’s death, she made that promise to her daughters. 

Livvy turned into the parking lot of her apartment building, a smile reappearing on her face, as she thought about what was going to happen later tonight. She got out of the ’91 Hyundai Excel, looked around, then slammed the door. She always had to look around to make sure there wasn’t anyone trying to run up on her. She wasn’t worried about the people who lived in the buildings. She knew all of them, even the roughneck little boys and the teens, most of them probably destined for jail. For the most part, she felt perfectly safe. She’d lived in this worn-down project building since the girls were babies, but this was still the ’hood, and many bad things could happen here. 

Livvy walked up the stairs, greeting a group of boys.

“Hey, Ms. Rodgers,” a couple of them said. Another boy in braids nodded his head.

“Boys, you stayin’ out of trouble?” Livvy asked, as she walked past.

“Yeah.”

“Don’t want to see none of ya’ll at my hospital, rollin’ through the emergency room, okay?”

She stepped into the building, eyeing the fresh graffiti that had been applied to the fresh white paint that had just been applied yesterday over the old graffiti. She hoped the elevator was working, because after the long day at work, she didn’t feel like climbing eleven flights of stairs, padded hospital shoes or not. 

She pressed the button, listened for a moment, and smiled when she heard the noise of the machine starting to operate. The doors opened, and she was grateful that today, nobody had decided to empty their bladder in there or use it as a trash receptacle. The doors closed in front of her, and the elevator moved slowly, allowing her time to think about later tonight once again. She let her eyes fall closed, and the smile lengthened across her lips as she thought about Carlos. Make the best of things, her mother had told her. Well, that’s what Livvy was going to do tonight. 

Carlos Tillman was a beautiful, medium-dark-skinned man, with fine, wavy hair. His mother was Cuban, his father black, and Livvy would never have guessed that that combination could create a specimen as fine as Carlos. Carlos and Livvy had been seeing each other for eight years now. They met when they were twenty-five, and she couldn’t wait to get into his pants and let him into hers. But she wanted to be respected, and didn’t want him to think that just because she’d had two children when she was sixteen, she was giving booty away to every brotha who blinked his eye at her. 

So Livvy waited. A whole two weeks. But when they finally got together, she wished she had given it up after two minutes. For the first month, they made love every day, twice sometimes. He made love to her like he really meant it, like his heart was into it, not like some of those other boys who would hump long enough to get off, then a second later go reaching over the side of the bed for the jeans they had just taken off. 

Carlos would tempt her, tease her, and when they got to the lovemaking, it was slow, meaningful, and pleasureful. And when it was over, she wasn’t looking at his ass as he slid his drawers up; she was looking into his eyes as he looked into hers. They would cuddle, and Carlos would tell her how he wasn’t always going to be poor. He would speak of his dreams to change things around the projects, to start a real estate company, to give people of color in the community the opportunity to buy and own their own property. 

“Because you know this is prime real estate, don’t you,” Livvy remembered him saying once after they made love. “This is Chicago lakefront property. And although the white folks are allowing us to live here now, one day they gonna realize that driving way into town from the burbs ain’t cool no more. They gonna realize the water is nice to look at, and they gonna move us up out of here. You know that, don’t you?” 

Livvy didn’t know none of that, but she smiled and kissed him on the lips, because she liked the way he spoke so passionately about the business. “I’m gonna make it, and you and the girls gonna be with me. Okay?” 

“Okay,” Livvy said, knowing that one day Carlos would actually make it, as he said he would.

Carlos did. Five years ago, he started a small real estate company, after buying an old apartment building that the city had sold for little. He bought the building with money he borrowed from family, friends, and anyone else who would loan him a dime. He rehabbed the place, rented the spaces out, and was on his way. 

Now Carlos’s company was thriving. He was buying and selling properties, giving loans, and even building. He had made good on his promise, but only part of it: he had not taken Livvy and her girls anywhere. But a year ago, he did move to a beautiful big house in a nearby historic district and since then had been seeing less and less of Livvy. It was business that was keeping him away, Carlos always said. Over the last two months, Livvy was lucky to see him once every two weeks. 

A couple of her girlfriends told her that they had seen him with other women, but Livvy knew they were just saying that because they were jealous of her. 

“That’s why they sayin’ that, right?” Livvy always asked Sharika, who lived upstairs from her.

“Yeah, I guess that’s why they sayin’ that,” Sharika answered, saying what Livvy wanted her to say, and Livvy knew that’s what she was doing. But until Livvy saw Carlos cheating with her own two eyes, these were all lies. 

Carlos had called yesterday and apologized for faking the last two times he was supposed to have taken her out. He said that he would drive her around in his new Cadillac and show her the town.

“You look extra pretty for me, all right?” he said before hanging up.

Livvy was blushing as red as the dress she had rushed to the closet to pull out. She stepped in front of the mirror, held it up in front of her, and knew that it would cling perfectly in all the right places. 

She had turned to the side, imagining how the dress would stick to that curve back there, and she knew that Carlos would be drooling. If he had been with other women, she told herself, he’ll forget all about them after tomorrow night. 

Livvy stepped out of the elevator, keys in one hand, purse and lunch bag in the other. She walked down the hall, toward apartment 1105. When she opened the door, Hennesey was stretched out across the floor, lying on a big pillow. The TV was on, but the volume was low, and her attention was focused on the pages of a big reference book. 

“Hey, baby,” Livvy said, smiling to herself, thinking, My daughter never stops learning. Livvy set her keys and bags down and received the hug that Hennesey gave to her. 

“How was your day, Mama?”

“The typical, baby. All I can say is that I got dumped on in more ways than one. I really got to take a shower. Did you eat? Want me to fix you something?” Livvy asked, walking toward the bathroom. 

“No, Mama, that’s all right. I fixed something earlier,’ Hennesey called back.

After turning on the shower, Livvy stepped into her bedroom, stripped off her clothes, and with a turned-up nose dropped the soiled articles in the hamper. She really should’ve taken them down to the basement to burn them in the furnace, but washing them would have to do. 

She walked back into the living room, wearing a bathrobe, asking herself why she was bothering to ask the question she was about to ask, when she knew the answer. She asked anyway. 

“Hennesey, is your sister at home?”

Hennesey pulled her head out of the book, looked up at her mother as if she should’ve known better than to ask such a question. “Yeah, right, Mama.” 

“You know where she’s at?”

“I don’t know. She said she was going over to JJ’s place.”

Livvy shook her head, thinking about JJ, and the rest of Alizé’s little no-good friends.

“Why, what’s up?”

“Nothing. I just wanted to talk to her before I went out.”

“Ooh, we going out, are we?” Hennesey smiled slyly. “I haven’t heard anything about this.”

“That’s right, baby,” Livvy said, sticking a hand on her hip, waving the other at her daughter. “Carlos is coming by here to pick me up soon, and he’s going to show me the town. Gonna wear my little red dress that’s just going to knock his socks off.” 

“Well, you do it, Mama,” Hennesey waved back at her mother.

“It’s already been done, he just don’t know it yet.” They both laughed, then Livvy hurried to the bathroom to get ready by nine-thirty, when Carlos said he’d pick her up. 

LIVVY sat in the living room, her jacket on over the red dress she was so excited about. Her purse lay on the other end of the sofa. The television had been turned off, the same for the lights, save for the light over the kitchen sink. Hennesey had long ago taken her book into her bedroom. 

“I don’t want to wreck your flow when Carlos come to pick you up,” Hennesey said, kissing her mother on the cheek, about two hours ago. “Have a good time, and I want you back in here by eleven-thirty,” she said, joking. 

This would’ve been impossible considering it was eleven-thirty now, and Livvy hadn’t even left the house. All this time, Livvy had been sitting there, flicking the TV on and off, watching for ten minutes, then turning it off again, afraid that she’d be distracted and wouldn’t hear Carlos knocking at the door, or calling her to let her know he was right outside. That was ridiculous, of course, but she didn’t want to take any chances. 

She rang his home phone a zillion times, his business phone more than that, and his cell even more, but all she got were recordings. She didn’t bother to leave any messages because she knew he knew where he was supposed to be. He just hadn’t made it yet. He must’ve gotten caught up in something … like some other woman’s panties. 

Livvy scolded herself for thinking like that. He would have a good reason for being late. She knew he would. And he would tell her when he came, because she knew he was still coming. 

But would he really come? This would be the third time in a row that he had stood her up, so why should she think that he would come this time? Sad thing was, getting stood up was something that Livvy was getting used to, and not just by Carlos, but by other men she cared about as well. 

She could remember when Avery finally reappeared after abandoning them. She was twenty-four, the kids were eight, and he had dropped back into her life like he had just fallen from the sky. 

After opening her front door, finding Avery there, as thin as ever, his facial hair growing out of control, she couldn’t believe the moment was actually happening. She wanted to claw his eyes out, but she also wanted to throw herself into him, wrap her arms tightly around him, tell him how much she still loved him. She did neither. 

“I missed you,” he had the nerve to say, and opened his arms for a hug.

Livvy did not move.

After getting no response, Avery just walked into the house, as if he figured she always knew he would be coming.

“I want to meet my girls.”

“How did you—”

“Mama told me.”

Livvy narrowed her eyes at him. “Your mama could tell you everything that was going on here, but she couldn’t tell me where you were?” 

“It’s a long story, Livvy.”

“I got time.” Livvy crossed her arms, anger on her face.

“I don’t want to get into it right now. Besides …,” Avery said, nodding toward the hallway where Hennesey and Alizé were peeking their little heads around the corner. 

“Come over here, girls,” Livvy called. The girls came, Hennesey somewhat reluctant, Alizé almost running, a big smile on her face. 

“There’s someone I want to introduce you to.” Livvy tried to break the news gently, but before she could, Avery said, “Girls, I’m your father.” 

A short gasp of surprise came from Hennesey, as a wide smile grew across Alizé’s lips.

Livvy looked sharply at Avery, wanting to drag him toward the door, throw him out of her apartment for giving the news so abrubtly, but he paid her no attention. His focus was on the girls. He had stooped down and opened his arms, bidding the two of them forward. Alizé ran quickly toward the man she had never seen before and jumped into his arms. Hennesey stood back, her arms crossed over her chest, scrutinizing the man with a cautious stare.

“It’s okay,” Avery said, holding tightly to a smiling Alizé. “I won’t bite.” He extended his hand out to Hennesey.

Hennesey looked up to her mother. Livvy nodded her head, giving her the okay to step closer.

Hennesey moved into Avery’s other arm.

“Now,” he said. “What are my daughter’s names?”

“Hennesey,” Hennesey said, softly. “And I’m Alizé!” Alizé said, almost yelling her own name.

Avery looked to Livvy as if to ask, Why did you go and name my daughters after liquor?

Livvy shot him a look back saying, It’s what we got fucked up on when you got me pregnant, Yo’ ass wasn’t around to stop me, so there!

That same night, Avery announced that he was moving back in to help raise his daughters so they could be a family, even though all he ever brought was a half-empty gym bag full of clothes. He immediately started sleeping in Livvy’s bed, butt naked, because that’s how he said he always slept now. She hadn’t had sex, decent sex, in over a year, and although she tried to fight it, she succumbed to his very first attempt at having her. And honestly, she didn’t even know if it was a real pass or not. He brushed her nipple with his hand while raising it to scratch his cheek, and she was all over him after that. 

Avery was there a week, spending huge amounts of time with the girls, because he was “in between jobs.” Hennesey was indifferent. She had always been independent. Her head was always in a book before her father reappeared, and it was still in a book while he was there, so this new “dad thing” wasn’t even interfering with her reading schedule. Alizé was loving every minute of the attention she was getting. She seemed like a different girl, laughing and smiling all the time, when normally she was frowning and finding a problem with every little thing. 

Avery told Alizé he loved her after the second day he showed up, and Alizé told him she loved him back. All she talked about was how much she loved her daddy—until the day he disappeared again. 

He disappeared as magically as he had reappeared, like the sky had sucked him back up through the clouds he had initially dropped down from. Nothing changed for Hennesey. She just went back to her books. But Alizé was in despair. Livvy would’ve been in just as bad shape if she didn’t have to focus her attention on bringing her younger daughter (by one minute and thirty-six seconds) out of her funk.

Livvy tried locating Avery again, if for no other reason than to tell him how much both his daughters (that was a lie, just one of them, really) missed him, and to tell him he needed to start paying child support. But after a couple of halfhearted failed attempts, Livvy didn’t bother anymore. A few months later, she met Carlos. 

Livvy fidgeted with the buttons on her jacket, thinking that she would take it off, when she heard the doors of the elevator open. The sound was faint, but the elevator was just outside her door, so when there was no noise in the apartment, she could hear the doors slowly grinding open. 

Livvy sprang to her feet, wanting to feel mad, wanting to appear angry, but she couldn’t wipe the silly-ass grin that seemed to have a mind of its own off her face. 

She fluffed her hair with her fingers, ran a tongue over her teeth to make sure there was no lipstick on them, then hurried to the door, and placed her ear to it. She heard footsteps approaching. She took a step back and stood up straight. She would wait ’til he knocked at least three times before answering, so as not to seem as if she’d been doing exactly what she had been doing, waiting for him. 

Livvy took a deep breath in, the smile still glued to her face, anticipating his knock. But it never came. Instead the door just opened up, and Livvy was standing face to face with Alizé. 

For all the makeup Alizé was wearing, the hip-hugging jeans, the high heels, and the clingy cotton top with the low bustline, she and Livvy looked more like sisters standing there than mother and daughter. 

Alizé looked her mother up and down, disapproval on her face. She slammed the door without moving a step, then said, “All dressed up to get stood up again, hunh?” 

Livvy wanted to slap her face after that remark, but she walked away. Alizé always had a way of cutting right to the chase. Livvy didn’t like it, but she was right. 

Alizé clip-clopped across the floor into the kitchen, sunk her head into the fridge, and pulled out a diet soda.

“Where have you been?” Livvy said, turning around to face her daughter.

“So who is it? Carlos again?” Alizé responded, ignoring her mother’s question and sitting down on one of the dining room seats. The living room and kitchen made up one big open area. The space shared by the two rooms served as a dining room, where the table sat.

“You didn’t answer my question. I asked—”

“Out with my girls.”

“Doing what?”

“What we do. Mama, why you do this to yourself?” Alizé asked, a look of sympathy on her face now.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Livvy said, knowing full well what her daughter was asking her.

“Puttin’ up with this nigga’s bullshit,” Alizé said, popping the top on her pop can.

“Don’t talk that way in my house. I told you about that.”

“All right, but it don’t change the question. Why?”

Livvy smiled uncomfortably, squirming, looking for an answer. “He said he’d take me out. I can’t remember the last time I been out for a good time. I can’t accept an invitation to be taken out and treated like a lady, have some money spent on me?” 

“I ain’t sayin’ that, Mama, but you know he ain’t gonna show, and when he do, all he want to do is get in your panties.” Alizé stood up, waving a frustrated hand about the air. “I can’t stand niggas like that. Think because they got a little loot, that you should be all over they dick. Sorry,” Alizé apologized. “Penis,” she corrected, cutting a quick look at her mother. She walked over to Livvy, placed her hands on her shoulders. 

“Mama, I know you got history with him, and I know there’s probably some love stuff mixed up in there too, but you look good, and there’s too many fine men out there to sit around and get played by this fool.” 

“I’m not getting played by nobody. And he’s not a fool.” Livvy stepped back, causing Alizé’s hands to drop from off her shoulders. “But you know what?” 

“What?”

“Next time I speak to him, I’m gonna tell him that I’m tired of his games,” Livvy said, all of a sudden finding some heart.

Just then, a knock came at the door.

“Well, here’s your chance,” Alizé said, a smirk on her lips.

Livvy reluctantly turned toward the door. She reached out and was about to grab the knob, but turned around to see Alizé still standing behind her. 

“What are you doing?” Livvy asked.

“I’m’ makin’ sure you tell him off, do what you said you was gonna do so you can be done with him.”

“Ally, get your behind in your room.”

“Fine, but Mama, handle your business, all right?” Alizé turned to go to her room.

Livvy waited ’til her daughter disappeared, fluffed her hair again, licked her teeth again, then opened the door. Carlos was standing outside of it, fine as ever, and all Livvy could do was smile.


THREE

ALIZÉ walked into the room she shared with Hennesey. Hennesey was lying on her stomach across her bed, reading some book, Alizé shook her head, walked over, and sat on her twin bed, across from her sister’s. 

“Damn, girl It’s almost midnight, and you still got your head in a book. You already got the damn scholarship. Relax, already.”

“Maybe you ought to try it. Might learn something,” Hennesey said, not taking her eyes off the page.

“All I need to know is right up here,” Alizé said, tapping the side of her head, while she walked to the full-length closet mirror and started to undress. “And all I need to show is right back here,” she said, as she slid the tight jeans off her round behind to expose a pink thong. 

“Whatever,” she heard her sister say. Henny wasn’t up on what was happening in the real world, what was going on in the streets, Alizé told herself. All she knew about was that false paper-and-print world that went on in them books she was always reading. She didn’t learn from firsthand experience like Ally did. Henny learned by reading stuff that other people wrote, from other people’s experiences. She was secondhand learning and didn’t even know it. 

If Henny was as smart as she thought she was, as smart as their mama thought she was, she would’ve come to Ally to school her on what really mattered, like how a woman is supposed to look. Ally pulled her top over her head, reached back, and undid her bra. It was a nightly ritual for her: standing in front of the mirror butt-ass naked and looking at herself with a critical eye, checking for flaws, and then after finding none, praising herself for how damn fine she was. 

Two perfect breasts bounced out of the garment and stood perky for her. The nipples were slightly erect, a result of the tiny bit of excitement Ally received from just looking at her own body. They weren’t huge breasts—actually, a little smaller than normal—but that was okay, she thought, turning slightly around. Her ass more than made up for it. And that wasn’t all she had. Some sistahs had ass and skinny little legs. Ally had ass, tight thighs that she worked, running or climbing stairs, and even had nice calves, which a lot of sistahs ain’t got. 

Her belly was flat, and beneath the thin layer of flesh was only slight evidence of a six-pack. That’s how she wanted it. She wanted to be soft, because she knew that’s how black men liked their women. She didn’t want her stomach to look like cracked pavement, hard as stone, like Janet Jackson’s. That’s what white men wanted. Brothas wanted cushion for the pushin’. 

On beautifully pedicured feet, she walked closer to the mirror, admiring her flawless berry-brown skin. She looked at her face, smooth as the surface of a puddle of still water. Her eyes were almond shape, lashes long, her nose a button (a diamond stud in her right nostril). Her lips were full, fat, juicy, and when she glossed them up, she knew brothas could damn near bust one just looking at them hard enough. She knew that every man who saw her had the fantasy of her lips around him, and she played that up to get whatever she wanted, knowing that it would never happen, had never happened, because some shit a sistah just couldn’t do ’til she found the right man. 

“Yes, I’m all of that,” Alizé said to the mirror and blew a kiss at herself before closing the closet door and slipping a huge T-shirt over her head. The sad thing was, her plain-ass sister Henny over there could look exactly like her, but men would’ve never known, because she never wore makeup. She always wore jeans that just fit, not hugged, and a huge sweatshirt with a college name on it. She was a nerd, for sure. 

“You done making love to yourself over there?” Hennesey said, closing her book.

“Yeah, and it was the best I ever had,” Alizé said, pulling her blankets back and sitting on her bed.

Hennesey put her book down on the floor next to her bed, then rolled over on her back, sliding under her covers. “You should’ve seen Mama tonight. She really looked good, and she was really happy.” 

“Well, she ain’t got no reason to be happy.”

“Why you say that?” Henny wanted to know.

“Some fool who plays games with her head, make her think he loves her when he don’t. She needs to get out and start playin’ some of them fools, see how they like it.”

“Everybody ain’t like you. Running through men like paper towels. There’s feelings involved. Mama loves Carlos.”

“He don’t love her.” Alizé was sure of that.

“You don’t know that.”

“If he did, he wouldn’t have stood her up for the third time in a row.”

“What are you talking about? Mama was getting ready to leave when—”

“Dude was just getting here after I walked in,” Alizé said, nodding her head toward the living room.

“So he came.”

“But comin’ ain’t enough, Henny. Coming at the time he said he was going to is what Mama got to demand. She’s too damn soft. I’m tired of seeing her get dogged. She let this Carlos dude walk all over her, just like she let Daddy get away without paying nothing for child support. I’m just glad I ain’t like her.” Alizé lay back in bed, crossing her arms under her head, and looking at the ceiling. She felt her sister’s eyes on her, then turned to see Henny looking in her direction. 

“What?”

“You shouldn’t say stuff like that. Mama’s a good woman.”

“Ain’t say she was a bad woman. I just said I’m glad I’m not her—meaning weak.”

“She’ll take care of that situation with Carlos when she’s had enough,” Henny said.

“Well, when he knocked on the door, she said she was going to take care of it tonight.”

“Then that’s what she’s going to do.”

“Wanna’ bet?” asked Alizé.

“Yeah. You don’t give Mama enough credit.”

“You give her too much.”

“I guess we’ll find out in the morning.”

“Guess so.” Alizé reached over to turn off her bedside lamp, but before she clicked it off, both girls heard noise. It was the sound of voices, a man’s and a woman’s—their mother’s and Carlos’s—and they were both moaning in ecstasy. There was a single knock against the wall. The headboard, Alizé guessed. Then there was another, two more, then a constant rhythmic bump, bump, bump, bump. 

A look of sadness and disappointment covered Alizé’s face as she turned to Hennesey. “Don’t have to wait ’til morning. I win.” Alizé clicked off the lamp. Darkness.


FOUR

SLEEPING IN the bus station was worse than almost any night Raphiel Collins had spent in prison, he thought to himself. He was barely able to stand up straight after being roused awake by a police officer. 

“What’s your name, boy?” the bloated pink-faced officer said to him with a southern drawl.

“Rafe Collins,” he said, then corrected himself. “I mean Raphiel.”

“Which is it, boy?”

“It’s Raphiel,” Rafe said, telling himself that if this cop referred to him as boy one more time, he would be all over him, showing him just who the boy was. “But people call me Rafe.” 

“Go to a shelter if you want to sleep, Rafe.” The cop said his name with sarcasm. He then eyed Rafe up and down as if looking for concealed weapons bulging from under his baggy T-shirt and jeans. “There’s one down the street.” 

“I ain’t homeless.”

“Yeah, sure you aren’t. Just move it along.”

Rafe pulled his sore, tired body from the bench and started across the bus station floor. The cop believed that Rafe was homeless, and he was half right. Rafe had gotten out of prison three nights ago, after spending his twenty-fourth, twenty-fifth, and twenty-sixth birthdays inside. He had stood just outside that long, high, barb-wired prison gate with only a few dollars in his pockets, the clothes that he had been dragged into confinement wearing three years ago, and the realization that he could never go back home again after what he had done. 

His first night out of prison, he slept in the shelter among all those other men, dirty and smelling from days and weeks on the streets, their long hair clumping together with the same dirt that darkened and dusted their clothes. When he walked in, he had wanted to turn back around, fearing that being around those men would make him start to look more like them, be like them. It was bad enough his clothes were old, hanging off his lean, muscular frame like rags. He needed to do something with the thick afro atop his head, the stubble growing wild on his face. He would have to find a place soon, but for now, he thought, this would have to do. 

But Rafe couldn’t sleep, for the man lying on the cot next to his was overpowering. Rafe pulled the neck of his T-shirt up over his face to try and filter out some of the funk, but when he saw one of the man’s hands drop beneath his blanket, saw the blanket rising and lowering as the man started to groan and call out a woman’s name, Rafe knew he couldn’t stay there. He left and slept in the doorway of a boarded-up convenience store. 

The following night, determined as he was not to, he ended up at his parents’ house. He had no intention of climbing those steps, of ringing that doorbell, because he knew the frigid reception he would get. He just stood out there, sometime after midnight, wondering what they were doing inside, wondering if they had even thought of him over the past three years. He slept in his old backyard, pushed up near the house, curled in a ball, his knees pulled into his chest for warmth. 

Now it was morning again. After the third night he had been out of prison, and after sleeping on that bus station bench, and running out of the little money he had spent on food, he knew he had to find a real home. 

Rafe thought about people’s houses he could crash at, thought about old friends, but there were very few of them, and he didn’t want them to know that he was out. He didn’t want to fall back into the circles he had been spinning around in, the ones that had ultimately landed him in prison. 

It all seemed hopeless, Rafe thought, as he stood out on Canal Street, watching cars speed past him, thankful that it was spring and not snowing. He reached deep into his mind, trying to think of anyone who would give him shelter, even if for only a few days. After a moment, someone came to mind, and he wondered why he hadn’t thought of her sooner. 

Rafe begged for bus fare. It was beneath him, and he couldn’t even turn his face up to look in the eyes of the two people who gave him the money. He had asked only black people, because he couldn’t bear the idea of begging a white man, allowing him the opportunity to turn his nose up at Rafe and tell him to “get a job,” as he walked away, a disgusted scowl on his face. 

The ride took forty-five minutes, the majority of that time spent waiting for the transfer bus after getting off the El train. Some things never changed, Rafe thought, standing on the curb just under the bus stop beside a woman with a toddler in a stroller. It reminded him of when he was a child, when his whole life was in front of him, when he had the opportunity to be anything he wanted. But look where he was now. 

The bus eventually came, and he was let off about two blocks from his destination. He walked through the nice neighborhood, a place he could remember visiting when he was younger. He had always looked up with wide eyes at the large houses and the nice cars parked in front of them. 

It was Beverly Hills, a small, historic community in the city. In the seventies, no one but white people lived there, but in the late eighties and early nineties, blacks started moving in in droves. And as always, when blacks started moving in, whites started moving out. 

Now the community was mostly black folks, but the houses were still nice, and despite the myth that some white folks believed, the grass on the front lawns hadn’t started dying yet. 

Rafe knocked on the door, then straightened his T-shirt and jeans, smoothed down his long, wild afro with his palms, and waited, hoping that she’d be home. 

The door opened, and a large woman in her early fifties, wearing a brown wig, looked out. When she saw him, she almost stumbled backward with astonishment. 

“Raphiel?” she said, gasping, placing a hand on her chest. “Is that you?”

“It’s me, Aunt Dorothy,” Rafe smiled.

She reached out, and wrapped her heavy arms around his body, giving him a huge hug, rocking him back and forth.

“It’s so good to see you, baby.”

“SO I KNOW your mother must have been happy to see you. Tell me what she said.” Aunt Dorothy set some butter cookies and milk on the kitchen table for Rafe. She remembered that they were his favorite. As a child, he would stick cookies on each one of his five fingers, and nibble away at them until they were all gone. 

“She ain’t say nothin’, Auntie, ’cause I ain’t seen her or Pops. You know how they feel about me.”

“I have to tell you that we don’t speak about it that often, hurts her too much. But you know she had to have gotten over that by now. You’re her son,” Aunt Dorothy said, sitting down in the chair next to her nephew. 

“I know, but so was Eric, and you know Mama. You’re her sister, and you know she ain’t lettin’ go of nothing once she get it set in her head.” 

Aunt Dorothy nodded her head, looking as though she knew what Rafe had said was true.

“And that’s one of the reasons I’m here, Auntie.” Rafe looked down at his hands, as if ashamed by what he was about to say. “I ain’t got nowhere to stay, and I know you be renting rooms here. I was wondering—” 

“You know I only rent to men over fifty years old here. Less drama that way. And you know that I never have an open room. If anything, men waiting in line to be able to live in Beverly for $125 a week.” 

“Yeah, I know.” Rafe felt as though now he really had nowhere to turn to.

“But it just turns out that somebody moved out yesterday, and I ain’t had time to tell anybody about the room,” Aunt Dorothy smiled at Rafe. 

“But I ain’t fifty years old.”

“I know that. But that’ll just be our little secret. I think you’re mature enough not to cause any trouble. And if you do, you’re still not too big for me to put you over my knee and spank your behind like I used to do when you were little.” 

AUNT DOROTHY opened the door to a small room with a full-size bed pushed up against one of the walls, a dresser against another, with a 19-inch television on top of it. “This’ll be your room.” Rafe looked over the small area, and thought that with a couple of air fresheners, he could call it home. 

“I don’t got any money on me now, Auntie,” Rafe said, pulling at both his jeans pockets with his thumbs.

“You mean, you don’t have any,” she corrected him.

“Yeah. I don’t have any, but I’m supposed to be going to see my parole officer tomorrow, and I’m sure he got a job set up for me.” 

“It’s okay, sweetheart. There’s no rush. You take your time. Do what you have to do, and pay me when you get ready. Okay?”

“All right.” Rafe gave his aunt a hug. “Thank you so much for this,” he called over her shoulder.

“It’s what families are for. And what about your parents? You want me to call them? Talk to them for you? I’m sure they’d want to see you.” 

“No. No,” Rafe said, leaning back so he could look into her face. “I’ll get over there when I think it’s right, okay?”

“Okay. Enjoy the room.” Aunt Dorothy stepped into the hallway. “And you know if you get hungry, just come on downstairs, and I’ll make you something to eat.” 

“Thanks, Auntie.”

“And one more thing. The man across the hall from you, he’s in his sixties. He never comes out of his room, but he can be a grouch. Don’t pay him no mind. You’ll probably never bump into him anyway. But the guy down the hall, Wade, is a sweetheart. You’ll like him.” She smiled, “You’ll do just fine up here.” She closed the door. 

Yeah, Rafe thought, laying across his bed. He should be just fine here, and for the first time in three years, he was able to rest fully.
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