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Notes from EJD




Praise for Eric Jerome Dickey

The Other Woman

 

“Dickey offers plenty of straight-on sex and violence, but also probes questions of contemporary morals and the psychology of betrayal, writing compellingly and believably from his heroine’s point of view.... Another crowd pleaser.”

—Publishers Weekly

 

“The prediction here is that The Other Woman will show up on beaches all over the country this summer.”

—Fort Worth Star-Telegram

 

“One of the hottest African-American male writers out there.”

—The News & Observer (Raleigh, NC)

 

“Dickey shows an uncanny ability to develop sympathetic female characters.”—Ebony

 

“Good and gritty storytelling.” —Kirkus Reviews

Thieves’ Paradise

 

“Smartly paced ... heart-pumping ... electrifying.... In his compelling picture of another world, Dickey believably shows how even in the underbelly of society, loyalty, respect, and love have their place.”—Publishers Weekly

 

“Dickey delves deep and brings light into a world where crime has its own set of rules.” —The Baltimore Afro-American

 

“Passionate, sensual, rhythmic, comical.... If Eric’s previous novels are food for the soul, Thieves’ Paradise is the nectar and ambrosia of life.” —The Chicago Defender

Between Lovers

 

“A witty, sexy romp.” —The Sunday Denver Post

 

“A hip, funny, and realistically bittersweet love story of our times.” —Washington Sun

 

“Provocative and complex.”—Eborty

 

Liar’s Game

 

“Steamy romance, betrayal, and redemption. Dickey at his best.” —USA Today

 

“Fast-paced ... sexy, sassy ... a high-spirited roller-coaster ride of a novel.”—Florida Star (Jacksonville)

 

“Skillful ... scandalous ... a rich gumbo of narrative twists. ”

—Minneapolis Star Tribune

 

Cheaters

 

“A deftly crafted tale about the games people play and the lies they tell on their search for love.”—Ebony

 

“Wonderfully written ... smooth, unique, and geniune.”

—The Washington Post Book World

 

“Hot, sexy, and funny.”—Library Journal

Friends and Lovers

 

“Fluid as a rap song. Dickey can stand alone among modern novelists in capturing the flavor, rhythm, and pace of African-American speak.” —Fort Lauderdale Sun-Sentinel

 

“Dickey uses humor, poignancy, and a fresh, creative writing style.” —USA Today

 

“A colorful, sexy tale.”—Marie Claire

 

Milk in My Coffee

“Rich Coffee steams away clichés of interracial romance ... a true-to-life, complex story of relationships.” —USA Today

 

“Heartwarming and hilarious.”—The Cincinnati Enquirer

 

“Dickey scores with characters who come to feel like old friends.” —Essence

Sister, Sister

 

“Genuine emotional depth.” —The Boston Globe

 

“Vibrant ... marks the debut of a true talent.”

—The Atlanta Journal-Constitution

 

“Bold and sassy ... brims with humor, outrageousness, and the generosity of affection.” —Publishers Weekly
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Ishouldn’t have been surprised when I met my husband’s lover, but I was.

This is the face of the woman in the mirror, the wholesome face of a woman who has been married for four years: I have brown skin and cinnamon freckles that come alive in the sun, delicate freckles that all of my former lovers loved to play connect the dots with, or pretend that my face was the sky and the freckles were the stars and find as many constellations as they could. I’m in my early thirties, but on a good day, with the right makeup and the right clothes, I can pass for early twenties. Men in their twenties are the ones who ignore the ring and flirt with me the most. I think it’s the locks. Ever since I lost the perm, people say I look younger.

This is the life of the woman in the mirror, the life of a woman balancing her marriage and career as a news producer: I drive an hour and fifteen minutes in traffic every day—and that’s in one direction—to the 10 westbound so I can drive La Brea into the edges of Hollywood, trying to get to a job that stresses me out to the nth degree. Some days the Freeway God shines down on me and I only have to deal with traffic for an hour, but if it’s a rainy day, it could take two and  a half. If somebody has lost it and killed somebody on the freeway, make it closer to four. Pretty irritating, spending that much time in traffic, either alone or looking for somebody to call on the cell phone and talk with to help take the edge off the road rage.

Before I bounce to work, I rush to cook dinner and leave it in the microwave or oven—ready for my husband. If not a full dinner, then at least sandwiches. Just like my mother always did for us, there is always food in the house. When I get home at night, after working on stories on all the freeway chases, and the murder coverage, and the child abuse segments, and earthquake reports, I leave the pessimism at the door; refuse to bring negative energy into my household. I stop being a news producer and focus on being a wife. That’s the Pisces in me. The emotional and sexual part of me that believes in love and is ruled by spirit.

Charles is from Slidell, Louisiana, a small country community east of New Orleans. He’s a Libra, well balanced, has a high sex drive, is emotional at times, and hates drama. He has eight brothers and sisters back home, all by the same parents, all with the same black curly hair, the kind that looks wavy when it’s brushed, but Charles and his mother are the only ones with hazel eyes. Very family oriented. Alligator meat, crawfish, and gumbo—that’s what he was raised eating, and he can make some hellified beignets, and can throw down some thigh-fattening bread pudding with enough whiskey sauce to make you feel like you’re DUI. And don’t let him get his hands on some catfish. He’ll fry the hell out of that bottom feeder.

My husband has a solid build, broad shoulders, and a great smile. He has a few scars here and there from being in so many fights as a boy, and boxing as a teenager and young  adult, the kind of marks that make him look more rugged than pretty. His soft hair makes me wanna run my fingers through it all night. And I love his Southern accent; it’s mild, not too much twang. The kind that tells you he’ll treat you like a lady, open doors, and defend your honor. When he smiles with one side of his face, I know he’s thinking of the position he wants to get me in. Sex is communication. Sex is food. I believe in feeding my man. And I believe in being fed. Feed him or he’ll eat somewhere else. That wisdom came from Momma. She told us that a woman has to be a woman to her man, or some other woman will be.

Charles goes to bed by ten, nine if there’s not a game on and he can manage to be done grading papers. He has to get up by six so he can drive thirty miles east on the 60 freeway to get to West Covina and teach social studies to middle-school rugrats. My post-show meeting runs over some nights because we have to go over what was good about the late night broadcast, what sucked, what could’ve been better, and if something was hot, have it ready for the next day. That can have me at the station until almost midnight, maybe damn near one in the morning.

By the time I make the drive home, Charles is dead to the world. I come in through the garage and drag myself upstairs to a dark bedroom and silence. Sometimes I just stay downstairs, massage my temples, undress, then tiptoe up to the guest bedroom and just have some “me” time. Give myself a facial and take a long bath by candlelight. With his early schedule, Charles hates to have his sleep interrupted. But I’m wired and up until two, maybe three in the morning, trying not to make too much noise. Those are lonely hours, when the world is asleep and I’m wide awake, no one to talk to, feeling like Tom Hanks in that movie Cast Away.

All they have on Showtime are erotic movies—some pretty bad fucking, but fucking all the same. When the moon is high and my hormones are on fire, voyeurism is nothing but damn torture. In those bewitching hours, I creep into the bedroom, touch Charles, try to get his penis to rise, and he pats my hand, asking me to let him sleep.

Then it’s me, loving a capella. Or me, myself, and my little rabbit; ménage à trois.

Sometimes Charles drinks a little too much ginseng mixed with Noni juice and wakes up at the crack of dawn with the energy of a sixteen-year-old, rubbing against me with a raging boner, kissing that sensitive spot on my neck, his morning breath uneven and wanting.

After three hours of sleep, I’m a rag doll. My nipples don’t rise, but I don’t push his hand away, never have, not since we stood before God and made promises. He rubs against me and my hand drifts down, takes his girth and hardness and guides it toward my hollow. He moves inside with gentleness, but the dryness stings. Seldom do I come like that, being half-awake and barely aware, because by the time my back starts to arch and moans begin crawling from my mouth, he’s holding my ass with a firm grip, his strokes strong, deep, and steady, shuddering because he’s trying to keep from letting his orgasm get the best of him, and letting out that pre-orgasmic groan that sounds like an apology for being premature.

He jerks inside me, fills me with pain and pleasure, with hot liquid, heat that excites me into consciousness, and I hold him, move up against him and watch him. I love to watch him come. He has the most amazing, intense look. And it’s tender at the same time. He slows down, but I keep grinding against him, contracting the muscles of my vagina around his softening penis, and try to orgasm as he catches his breath.

He runs his hands over my locks, swallows, then whispers, “You okay?”

I sing, “Good morning.”

I rub his back, feel his solidness and strength over me, run my fingers through his soft hair, kiss his face. Then I tell him how good that felt, how wonderful he is, how much I love the way his dick feels inside me, and ask him to chill out with me for a moment.

“Freeway time, baby. Can’t be late.”

I put on a schoolgirl pout. “Thirty seconds?”

I feel him, unfocused and on edge, glancing at the red numbers on the digital clock. In less time than I’ve asked for, he pulls himself out of my vagina, breaks our Siamese-ness, leaves my emptiness tingling to be filled, legs ready to open wide for another ride.

His feet hit the carpet and he’s a silhouette moving away from me at a fast pace.

I say, “Maybe we can finish tonight.”

No answer.

I hate it when he hops right up and runs to the shower. But he can’t be late for work, has to beat traffic so he can get across the freeway at least thirty minutes before the bell rings for first period, even earlier on Tuesday because of the teachers’ staff meeting.

Sometimes I sit up, fight the sandman, and watch Charles shower. He knows I’m watching, enjoying the way the water runs over his body, but he’s rushing, doesn’t look my way. I think he’s ashamed when he comes that fast, or takes me like that, invading my dryness with his hardness, all without warning. I like to think that he finds me so irresistible that he can’t help himself, that he has no control when it comes to wanting  me. That makes me feel as if I am the master, that he is the slave to his desires for me, and only me.

That’s what I pretend.

He throws on his jeans, a nice polo shirt, grabs a jacket if it’s cool, then kisses my lips.

He says, “The remote is right here.”

“Have a good day. Love you. Call me.”

He leaves me, some mornings his honey drying between my legs, the smell of our sex on my skin, the remote at my side. He always leaves the remote within arm’s reach because he knows that I go to sleep with the news and I wake up in search of Katie Couric.

 

 

My morning is pretty much the same day after day: get up, start a load of laundry, a four-mile run around Cal State University at Dominguez Hills, come back and lift some light weights to tone my upper body, then a few hundred sit-ups. I’m no Janet Jackson, but I do want my body and tummy as tight as possible before I get pregnant and have our two-point-five kids; only God and Miss Cleo know what will happen to my figure afterward. Then I’m throwing clothes in the dryer, rushing to make myself a low- to nonfat breakfast while I figure out what I’m going to make for dinner, pulling my locks into a ponytail and taking a quick shower, then throwing on some jeans and tennis shoes and heading back to do battle with the congestion on both the 110 North and the 10 westbound, blowing my horn at people who cut me off or refuse to let me merge, losing my religion and becoming one of the heathens, changing lanes like a maniac, listening to the “all news and traffic” station, KFWB.

“What year is that Mustang?” A man in an overpriced  sports car rolls down his window, breaks his neck trying to get my attention when I get caught at a light at La Brea and Washington, the edges of the urban and Hispanic area that leads into Hollyweird.

I answer, “Sixty-four and a half.”

“And a half? That’s the one they introduced at the World’s Fair.”

“Sure is.” That chunk of knowledge about my Baby Blue makes me smile. My car is very rare. Before Shelby, before fastbacks, this was the ultimate pony car. The grandfather of all muscle cars. “Fully restored from the ground up. Every nut and bolt and clip replaced.”

“How much you put into it?”

“Close to ten thousand.”

“Wow.”

“New paint, brakes, belts, radiator—it’s all new.”

“Baby blue with white interior. Awesome.”

“Thanks.”

“You look good topless.” With the double meaning comes the devilish smile. “Wanna gimme your number?”

I wave my wedding ring.

He waves his own wedding band, then shrugs as if that symbol has no value.

I adjust my shades, the light changes, and I speed away, top down, laughing the way a woman laughs at an idiot, the cool wind blowing over the top of my locks. He tries to race with me, tries to keep up, but I move in and out of three lanes of traffic like butter and lose him at Olympic when he gets caught by the light. I wave good-bye with my middle finger.
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Soon as I get into the station, it’s pandemonium. Little Miss Executive Producer is on a rampage, screaming so loud that I hear her before I get inside the building.

“Who the fuck missed that story?” Our EP is running up and down the halls, ranting and raving, her mules slapping against her feet. “Why am I looking at that breaking news on Channel 9? Get off your fucking asses, dammit.”

We call our EP “Tyra the Tyrant.” Our green-eyed queen of the type-A peeps runs around like she’s on some genetically supercharged coffee. A friggin’ Leo with a diva mentality. Aggressive and lacking tact. Has about as much emotional control as a two-year-old. ‘

“Who the fuck missed that story? If I wanted to see the news on Channel 9, I’d be working at Channel 9, dammit.”

Tyra has an auburn weave that looks better than real hair, cleavage showing off the best boobs that money can buy, and a high waistline that makes her legs look like stilts. She always wears pin-striped suits in earth tones, and radical colors on her face: winterberry eye shadow, juicy lipstick and lip gloss, bronze blush, and light brown lip liner. Today her store-bought hair is pulled back into a bun so tight she looks like Cruella De Vil in 101 Dalmatians.

“Why don’t we have a fucking live remote at the scene?”

A crew rushes out to the news van as another one of the writers hurries in. Tyra snaps her finger at him and he follows her to her office; every step of the way she’s ripping him a new orifice because of factual errors that were in a story of his that aired two days ago.

We all can hear the rumble and thunder as she curses him, threatens to take his job.

The writer snaps back at her, “I’m in the Writers Guild.”

Now she’s offended, and her anger echoes throughout the building.

“I don’t care about the Guild or a friggin’ union. I can still fire your ass.”

“Do it.”

It’s like listening to a battle between a mortal and a god.

“Or better yet, I won’t give you the satisfaction of being fired. Until you’re up to standard, I’ll deny every vacation you ask for, change your schedule.”

“You can’t fuck with me like that.”

“I will until you either get it right or quit.”

She also blames him for another show that crashed last week, one that literally fell apart on the air; the anchors read the wrong scores, the boxes were wrong, graphics were jacked. His ego tries to outdo hers. Two chess players trying to checkmate the other. Tyra goes apeshit and suspends him for three days without pay, tells him to get out of her office and off the lot.

He rants, “You can’t do that.”

“I just did. Now get out of my office.”

“You can’t suspend me.”

“Do I need to call security?”

The writer trembles as he comes back out of Tyra’s office, sees a lot of us moving up and down the hallway, most trying to pretend we didn’t hear, others looking stunned. He lumbers away, anger up and shoulders down, hating Tyra, but no doubt thinking about his high mortgage up in Sherman Oaks, and new car note, about the high cost of having a new baby at home, wanting to quit, but he knows that this is L.A., that other stations are laying off, being consolidated, and there aren’t many things an unemployment check can cover.

She stands behind him, watches him walk away and cross  the open area to get to his desk. Keeps her eyes on him and checks the clock as he gets a few things and heads out the door. He grumbles and curses, but never looks back.

Tyra’s frown goes away; this glow comes over her face. I’ve seen that expression a thousand times. It’s the tingly look a woman has after a series of multiple orgasms, before the twitches die and she finds the wind and strength to reach for a cigarette. She digs in her jacket pocket, pulls out and opens a piece of Nicorette—eases the gum into her mouth, chews at a methodical pace, and that air of satisfaction deepens.

Our EP walks away, at first her rhythm lazy and diva-ish, as if she’s having flashbacks from being on a runway, then picking up, her mules slapping against her heels, and she’s off to oversee the rest of her kingdom, leaving the strong mint scent from her breath behind.

Classic Tyra the Tyrant. When she was twenty years old—which was at least twenty years ago—she was a singer-actress-model who couldn’t sing, act, or model. She tanked out in three fields and had to settle for a real job. So she went into journalism and eventually slithered her way into news. She was an anchor in Detroit a decade ago, and now she’s divorced with two kids, away from her old life back on Eight Mile Road, and menacing Los Angeles.

This is where I work, a place where fingers are snapping and curse words are flying in every direction. I rarely cursed before I started here, but now I’m a card-carrying member of both the Four-Letter- and Twelve-Letter-Word Club. That’s why I pop two aspirins to start my day, have to desensitize and become a demon in tennis shoes to get any respect. A job where I have to prove myself every day. Can’t cry and take it personal when one of the control freaks throws a temper tantrum and calls me a bitch, or talks to me like I’m a slave at  their daddy’s plantation, because at some point, I’ll be doing the same to them. That’s the way the business is.

So, every afternoon around two, I step in the door, cell phone at my ear, checking messages, returning calls, scrambling to read the wires to find out what’s going on in the country, state, and locally, then running in to a planning meeting to decide which overnight tragedy is newsworthy, wondering if we should cover Robert Downey, Jr.’s latest court appearance or the abused illegal immigrants being treated like slaves in a sweatshop in downtown L.A. Most of the time, in this narcissistic and aesthetic part of the world, Robert Downey, Jr., is more important—more important because stories like that generate better ratings. And Downey’ll get bumped if we find another R. Kelly sex tape.

Damn humanity and give us ratings, especially during sweeps.

All the while I’m multitasking, sipping on a smoothie, cruising in a very confident and high-strung, can-be-a-serious-bitch-if-your-shit-ain’ t-together news mode, making sure all of my packages are together, and before I know it, it’s after four. By then, Charles is on the way home. Today, like most days, he calls me while he’s fighting rush hour on the 60 westbound, and at the same time I’m running to find a quiet spot to have a private conversation with my man, which ends up sounding a lot like another business tete-a-tete, being mostly talk about things we need to take care of around the house: paying the bills, dropping clothes off at the dry cleaners, reminding him that there are clothes in the washer that need to get tossed in the dryer, or him telling me how his day went, what twelve-year-old got caught with LSD, or what preteen kids got caught fucking in the bathroom, how the Asian kids continue to be much smarter than the blacks and Hispanics,  what some stupid asshole parent said at a parent-teacher meeting.

But all of that’s on the phone with freeway noise in the background on his end, and the craziness of the newsroom on mine, stress riding both of our backs. We hardly have any soft words that stir each other from within, not the tender conversation that makes a woman moist and want to get off work early. Not the kind of sensual talk that makes a man stay up past his bedtime and wait for his wife to get home and finish what was started at sunrise.

At sunset, I sneak outside and sit on the side of the building, imagine that I’m down on the beach, on the rocks, the ocean breeze in my face, watching the sun get swallowed by the ocean. I love those colors at the end of the day, the deep blues at the top of the skies, the orange hues at the horizon, and all the fascinating colors in between, that array of colors caused by the poisonous smog. Beauty is so bittersweet. Sunset is my moment, when the world is ready to rest, when bodies that have been in motion all day are yearning to be still.

Sometimes I take my sax and sit outside on the steps, do that at the dimming of the day, pretend I’m Coltrane, play a couple of his timeless songs.

Most of the time, like today, I just sit alone and think about my life.

Time to time I think about my father. The man who left my mother. And my two sisters. The first man who left me. Left us all back in North Carolina, in that Southern wilderness to fend for ourselves. Every day I try to prove to myself that I’m strong. I grew up wanting to live in a big city, have a better job, wanting a bigger house, a family and a man who wouldn’t abandon me, because I would choose not to abandon him, but to love him unconditionally.

Sometimes I think about all I do, how I’m trying to be a career woman, a good wife, trying to be everything to everybody and nothing to myself, and I feel overwhelmed, scared, sadness covers me, makes me want to cry. But I don‘t, not with tears.

This isn’t a world for the weak.

Based on my experiences, a lot of women look down on weak men, and just as many men despise weak women. This guy I used to date back in North Carolina used to always say that the strong always despise the pathetic, and the pathetic always worship and follow the strong.

A lot of the time I think about Charles. About the way our lives have become. He wants kids. I do too. But we’re both so busy. And some days I hear that clock inside me ticking away. I’m not where I wanna be career-wise. Wonder if I’ll be able to handle being a mommy and having a career. Wonder if we’re ever going to get to the next level. Some days it feels like Charles and I have become the echo of two heartbeats when we should only hear one.

My cell phone rings. A number from inside the studio. An editor, a producer, somebody wants to yank me away from my ten minutes of peace and call me back inside Stressville.

I answer; it’s my girl, Yvette, the hottest videotape editor at the station. She’s from Birmingham, but this business has changed her, made her one of us, has stolen her life, has even stolen most of her sweet Southern accent.

She says, “Freckles, they have an APB out on you.”

She tells me that Tyra the Tyrant is about to have a stroke trying to find me.

I snap, “Can’t I leave for five fucking minutes?”

She laughs. “A‘ight, don’t make me cut off your goodies.”

“You brought me back something from Atlanta?”

“Did some nice shopping down in Little Five Points, brought you something, and since you tripping out on me, you ain’t getting it.”

“Don’t even think about it. I’ll tell your husband that you’re getting flowers delivered here once a week from your little boyfriend over at BET.”

“So, it’s like that? Why you gonna tell my old vibrator on my new vibrator?”

We laugh. She has no husband, no man, and no true boyfriend on the horizon.

My threat is as empty as a drum. Most of my threats are. She gets on my nerves every night, and she is my friend. I have other friends, but Yvette is the one I see five, sometimes six days a week. For the last few years, she’s become my best friend by default. Yvette’s off day is Wednesday, just like mine, midweek when the rest of the world is working. We both work every weekend, all holidays. Every day is a news day. Hard to meet and maintain a steady lover on the schedule she has. I know how it is. Been there, done that for years. Hard for a man to take you for more than a booty call when you can’t get to him before midnight, if that soon.

She gets back to her work tone. “Pregnant woman in Encino got bit by a pit bull.”

“Black, white ... ?”

“Hispanic. An illegal.”

“Mauled?”

“Leg messed up. Husband beat the dog off her with a baseball bat.”

“How pregnant?”

“Six months or so.”

“She die or ... ?”

“Nah. But the dog did. He beat the shit out that dog.”

“What we have?”

“Baby, we have enough video to piss off the INS, animal activists, and the people who make Louisville Sluggers. We could start three riots with this shit.”

She sounds orgasmic. I’m coming too. We all do when we have a good package. A live high-speed chase can have us coming all night; an Andrea Yates story can give us multiple orgasms all year; but on a slow news night, we settle for whatever gratification we can get.

Yvette says, “Stop slacking and get this shit hooked up.”

We hang up without real good-byes, very abrupt. To an outsider, that sharpness would ring as bona fide cruelty, just like everything else in this snapshot of our world.

I take off in a hurry, then something hits me, and I stare at the sunset.

Instead of running, this time I walk.
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Ibarely get a foot in the door before people call my name, reminding me about stories that need to be written ASAP, about missing video footage, about making changes in the rundown, and before I can complete a sentence, my cell phone rings again.

It’s my husband.

I answer with abruptness, “Can I call you back?”

He snaps, “Whatever. Bye.”

“Wait, wait,” I say with urgency. His voice matched mine, was laced with irritation. Already I feel bad for talking to him like he was a coworker. I try to readjust. I look at the time and try to slow my pace, tender my tone and ask, “What’s going on, sweetie?”

He falls silent. I know he’s annoyed and wants to hang up, and I know that he hates it when I talk to him with that curtness, but it’s so hard to switch from one mode to another.

He says, “Look ... nothing ... just had an accident today.”

“What kind of accident?”

He stalls. “Was breaking up a fight between two kids, a black kid and a Mexican—”

“Gangbangers?”

“Twelve-year-old wanna-bes. And I stepped in and caught a good blow to my left eye.”

“What? Are you okay?”

“No biggie. Just a bruise.”

“You sure?”

“Yeah, icing it and taking a couple aspirin will be enough.”

In that moment, I feel helpless, useless in his life.

He sounds deflated. “Get back to work. I gotta grade papers anyway.”

“Are you sure you’re okay? Anything I can—”

“Just calling to hear your voice. Didn’t mean to bother you. See ya when you get in.”

“You gonna stay up?”

“Long day. I’ll try.”

“If you stay up, watch the news. Let me know what you think about the pit bull story.”

I hang up, again without a real good-bye, knowing that he won’t be up that late watching the news, watching my hard work. I’m worried about Charles, but as soon as I put the phone down, my assistant is in my face saying, “Somebody was at the gate looking for you.”

“Who?”

“David somebody. Security said he was acting weirded out.”

“Great. God. Hope I don’t have another stalker.”

When I check my messages, there is one from a man who identifies himself as David Lawrence and leaves me his cell phone number. His voice is troubled, chills me, and the message is too vague. Sounds like someone has read the credits at the end of the broadcast, jotting down the names of producers, and is in search of someone in news to tell or sell his story  to. Could be a whistleblower, or somebody who witnessed a crime. It wouldn’t be the first time we’ve had a murderer who wants to turn himself in to the media. Or it could just be a man with a crush on a woman who has helped the station win an Emmy.

I don’t return David Lawrence’s call. I’m worrying about my husband, but that worry gets swallowed up by other things. Tired of all the running and screaming. Don’t need no mo’ drama tonight; have had my share of negativity for the day. If it’s important, David Lawrence’ll call back. And he’ll learn to leave a detailed message, like the recording asks. Vagueness is one of my pet peeves. An idiot who can’t follow directions is another. He just got a two-fer.

Mango Jamba Juice in hand, I go back to Yvette’s editing world. She’s working on a package for tonight, clicks and whirs from the tape spinning, that sound piercing the air. She has a bootleg Maxwell CD on, creating her own mood. She’s beautiful enough to be a model, long legs, plenty of breasts, and a heart-shaped ass, an earthy woman who dresses down, wears no makeup, sports thrift-shop jeans, T-shirts that have seen better days, and colorful bandanas most of the time. Almost as if she tries not to look too pretty so she can be taken seriously.

I rush into her world and check to make sure she has all the video she needs to make me look good, and before I can rush back out, she stops me with her words. She says, “And oh...”

“What what what?”

She has an angular face with light brown eyes under well-defined eyebrows. She gives me a slick, one-sided smile. “Guess where I went.”

A curious smile comes across my face and I rush back into the room. “You didn’t go.”

“Yes, I did.”

“You went to ... that ... that ... sex house thing?”

“I went.”

My voice is an excited whisper. “You’re lying.”

“Me and my cousin rolled up in there.” She glances at me, evaluates my clothes, does that on purpose to slow me down. “Cute sweatshirt, Freckles. Yellow is your color.”

“Whatever.” I have on a UCLA Bruins hooded sweatshirt, a blue UCLA baseball cap with large golden letters fit for a billboard. “You have a problem with my clothes?”

“As Samuel Jackson would say, that sweatshirt is fucking repugnant.”

I flip her off. “And you need to stop dressing in the dark.”

“So original. You needs to be advertising for HBCU.”

UCLA is my husband’s alma mater; she knows that. I pull up my sweatshirt and show her my blue and white Tau Beta Sigma T-shirt from my alma mater back at Johnson C. Smith.

She grunts. “Like that’s a real sorority. That’s an organization for wanna-be musicians.”

“Hater in the house.” Sometimes that stings, that acknowledgment that I didn’t make it in music, but I never let that show. I move away from that memory and get back to what I want to know. “Was that ... was the freak show ... was it buck wild?”

She mocks me, “What what what?”

“You know what I’m talking about. Stop playing me like that.”

“It was wild.” Her thin eyebrows dance. “Damn, about to mess up this tape.”

She leaves me hanging, my mouth open wide, curiosity on high.

I ask, “You did the ménage à trois.

She laughs. That’s her fantasy. A thick line she’ll stare at, but may never cross.

I go on, “Did you?”

She laughs.

I’m getting impatient, right where she wants me. “Come on, tell me, did you?”

Her continuous laugh tells me that she’s not telling me anything, not yet. Next to her escapades, I’m Snow White, the one who runs straight home after work, no time to stop and get a drink and wind down with the rest of the crew. The one who runs in here from church on Sundays. I live through her tales from the wild side, through her freedom. She teases me to keep me coming back for more. I never judge her and I’m the keeper of her secrets.

I ask, “Well?”

Yvette edits at the speed of light, an ambidextrous queen, the master of multitasking.

She says, “I didn’t. Just watched. It was okay.”

“Were people doing it?”

“All over the place.”

“And it was just okay?”

“People can’t throw down as good as you think.”

“You do anything?”

“Just sipped a beer and watched. Saw a cutie up in there.”

“Really? Exchange numbers with anybody?”

“Nah. Went with my cousin and we acted like lesbos to keep the men away.”

“How you keep the lesbos away?”

“Said we were strictly dickly.”

“How many rooms of sex?”

“You’re sounding like a journalist.”

“We are journalists. How many?”

“About seven rooms, no furniture, just large beds.”

“Pretty big house?”

“Pretty big. At least three thousand square feet and a maid’s quarters.”

“Damn. Sure you didn’t indulge?”

“No, I did not. I’m not a freak. I just get freaky sometimes.”

“Sounds ... interesting.”

“Ask your husband to take you. They have couples’ night.”

I push the side of her head. “Are you crazy? Charles’d never do anything like that. ”

“Maybe you can leave him grading papers and upgrade for a couple of hours.” She laughs at her own joke. “We should go one Friday night after work. For the hell of it.”

I ask her what she saw people doing, and she tells me without shame. She tells me she saw one woman take seven men orally, back to back with no break in between, in front of a crowd of at least twenty people who were sipping on wine, people who looked like schoolteachers and attorneys. Then that insatiable woman stripped and made love to just as many, two at a time, right there on a mattress in the middle of the room, lights on and the fireplace blazing in the background. When she was done, she took a shy-but-curious woman into a private room, didn’t come out from educating her timid lover for two hours.

Yvette said, “And peep this, that girl was up there with her husband. He brought her up there to get her fantasy on. He helped pick out the girl for her.”

She talks fast, her tone almost nonchalant, still working on a tape as she tells me about another petite girl who came in and went into a private room with three black men, three strangers built like football players; came out some time later, skin glowing, and left.

I make the yuck face. “White women do anything.”

“She was blacker than a VHS tape.”

“Damn, have we crossed over or have we crossed over?”

“You don’t watch much porn, do you?”

She tells me of others she saw, of how they stood outside doors that had two or three couples inside, listening to the sounds of people making love to people they had just met.

My face is decorated with fascination. All the sounds in this building fall away, all but her voice, and all I see in front of me is the picture she paints with her words, a powerful movie of sin and seduction that makes me feel as if I’m on opium, drifting, and I’m speechless.

My imagination is in overdrive. I think about my own fantasies. Lately I’ve been having the desire to give my husband head in a public place, somewhere people can see me, but not in a sexual place like the one where Yvette goes to get her fill of voyeurism. Someplace where no one else will be doing that and everyone will be staring at me, but no one will ever know who I am. I’ll never do that though. Too conservative in public to expose that side of me.

Yvette laughs again.

I ask, “What?”

“That look on your face. Freckles, your face be screaming what you be thinking.”

My chuckle can’t mask my thoughts. I become a sixteen-year-old, exposed and naughty.

She shakes her head. “Unbelievable.”

“What, the swingers’ place?”

“Hell no.” Frustration covers her face as she zips through the video from the pit bull story. She rants, “I have a degree in African studies, a degree in journalism, ten years’ experience in news, eight in editing, and am I doing something meaningful like putting together a documentary geared toward recognizing East Africans? Do we do spots on the Eritrean situation?”

“Run that by your friends over at BET.”

“Please. If it ain’t comedy or a damn rap video, you know it ain’t happening.”

“We’re local news, not CNN.”

“Yeah, yeah. We’re one rung below the Us Po’ Niggas station.”

“Stop saying that.”

“Whatever.”

“People on Crenshaw haven’t heard of Eritrea and people on Wilshire don’t care.”

“We need to raise consciousness.”

“You need to do something on why there are more black men in prisons than in college, if anything. We have enough shit in our own backyard.”

“That’s the point; we have the power to educate them and make them care, the way we make them care what J.Lo or Janet or Julia Roberts or Halle Berry is wearing to a friggin’ award show. We could be groundbreaking with a special report on the Habesha people.”

“What the hell does habesha mean?”

“Duh.”

“Don’t ‘duh’ me.”

“That’s my point, Freckles. Do I get to work on that? No, I break my neck to do a spot on a non-English-speaking woman who snuck across the border in the back of a melon truck and got bit by a damn rabid dog on Ventura Boulevard.”

“We’re all whores.”

“This job should come with a keg of Vaseline.”

Another producer comes in looking for me. “A guy was at the gate asking for you.”

“Just now?”

“Not five minutes ago.”

“Still there?”

“Gone. Couldn’t find you. Paged you twice.”

“You did?” I look at my pager. “Great. Batteries are dead.”

“Security said they paged you too.”

I ask, “At the gate, same guy or different guy?”

“Dunno. Missing some video and gotta edit three stories in the next hour.”

The frazzled producer rushes away. I go to my desk and call the front gate. They report that the guy came three times tonight, asking for me, but left no message.

David Lawrence calls back and leaves another message, right after the broadcast, almost as if he were watching the news and timing when I might be free. Desperation is in his voice.

That scares me.

 

 

At the end of the night, after the post-show meeting, way after midnight, I’m riding in Baby Blue with the top down. Cal  Trans has shut down two lanes, so I’m stuck in never-ending and barely moving traffic on the Santa Monica Freeway. I’m feeling frustrated and need to talk to keep from screaming into the wind, so I call Yvette to laugh and bitch away my road rage.

She’s in her SUV, jamming Remy Shand’s CD, music on high. She mutes the volume and says, “Freckles, you forgot the goodies I brought ya back from the four-oh-four.”

“Damn. Where are you?”

“Antsy. Might barhop. Wanna hang a bit?”

“Rain check? I’m hoping for an Altoids night.”

“You and those Altoids.”

“Don’t hate.”

“Not hating.”

“Just work that magic and get you a good man like I have.”

She tells me, “It would be easier trying to find a parking space in New York.”

We laugh and chitchat about things only a woman understands.

I ask, “Think you’ll ever get married again?”

“I’m struggling with that concept. Not now. Maybe when I’m forty or so.”

The conversation breaks when she has to curse somebody out; sounds like somebody cut her off. Horns are blaring on that end. She dares somebody to get out of their car and repeat whatever they said to her. Screeches as the other car zooms away.

“Cockeyed bastard.” She screams that, then comes back to me. “What was I saying?”

“Why you wanna wait until forty?”

“Maybe forty-five. Maybe I won’t be as gun shy. Dunno. Maybe because I don’t know one person who is faithful in their marriage. I want more than that. I want what my parents have.”

“I feel ya.”

“It’s hard to find a man like my dad. They don’t make niggas like they used to.”

We laugh.

I ask, “What kinda man you want?”

She says, “I’m a bold black woman from the Bible Belt. I want a man who can make me scream for Jesus on a Saturday night, then take me to see Him on Sunday morning.”

I scream. “You are a fool.”

She talks on, “Living the single life is fun right now.”

“But that gets old.”

She’s tells me that she’s under the bright lights and billboards on Sunset Boulevard, near the House of Blues, cruising down a jam-packed street in search of a bar to stop and blow time.

“Yvette, you’re so pretty, I don’t see why you have a hard time.”

“Freckles, you know men are so insecure. If you’re pretty, they don’t want you to leave the house. If you’re ugly, they don’t want you to leave the basement.”

That one gets me deep; makes me laugh so hard the muscles in my stomach tighten up in knots. I swerve a bit, ride the reflectors on the freeway and almost leave my lane.

I get control of myself and say, “You’re crrrrrrrr-azy.”

“Being crrrrrrrr-azy keeps me from going insane.”

I let her go and that lonely feeling creeps up on me, so I call to see if any messages are on my service. David Lawrence  has called again, leaving a message that I can’t make out because of bad reception. My heartbeat speeds up. A headache comes on. I freak because somehow my stalker has gotten my pager number. Then I remember that it’s on the voice mail at my job.
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