
[image: ]



A Love Noire

Erica Simone Turnipseed

[image: ]





Dedication

For my sista-spirits . . . and for Grace Ayodele Webb, Mommy’s special angel





Contents

Cover


Title Page


Dedication




Part I - Début


Chapter 1 - See No Evil


Chapter 2 - Stop at “Go”


Chapter 3 - Speaking in Tongues


Chapter 4 - Happenstance


Chapter 5 - Single Consciousness


Chapter 6 - Virtual Reality


Chapter 7 - Cultural Idioms


Chapter 8 - Body Temperature


Chapter 9 - Visitations


Chapter 10 - Different Stars, Different Stripes


Chapter 11 - Show versus Tell




Part II - Dénouement


Chapter 12 - Closing the Deal


Chapter 13 - Hardball


Chapter 14 - Bang


Chapter 15 - In Touch


Chapter 16 - Alterations


Chapter 17 - Fresh


Chapter 18 - Black Love


Chapter 19 - Choose One


Chapter 20 - Come to the River




Epilogue - Grace


A Love Noire - Reading Group Guide




Acknowledgements


About the Author


Praise for Erica Simone Turnipseed


Credits


Copyright


About the Publisher






Part I
Début





Chapter 1
See No Evil . . .

Noire was in the wrong place at the wrong time, an Afro in a sea of perms. Regretting her decision to wear a thong that rubbed her cheeks like industrial-strength dental floss, she adjusted herself surreptitiously and cut her eyes at her lacquered, perfumed, and coiffed business-casual brethren and sistren at Brown Betty Books clutching copies of Marcus Gordon’s bible on black folks and finance.

First, Jayna lied. Second, Jayna was late. Noire rammed her hand into the pocket of her waterlogged overcoat, crumpling the copy of Jayna’s e-mail message that disingenuously proclaimed the evening to be about black empowerment and a magnet for progressive brothas. Instead, she was stuck trying to amuse herself amid a swarm of coffee-colored men whose tailored trousers and five-hundred-dollar shoes attracted equally well-heeled women with hungry eyes. Noire hated the pose.

Even Brown Betty herself—her head a cascade of golden dreadlocks and her body awash with purple fabric and musk-scented cowrie shells and crystals—looked at, through, and past Noire in the time it took her to say hi. Clearly, her hair was not political tonight.

Her disdain mounting, Noire railed against the ready display of brand-name degrees, six-figure salaries, and gentrified addresses that smacked of a latter-day slave auction. Was this what the Civil Rights Movement was all about?

“Don’t hate, congratulate!” she heard one of her sistas tell an empathetic friend. She imagined they were corporate lawyers.

Noire made a plastic cup of white wine her temporary companion. She sipped it too fast and scanned the bookshelves lining the walls. Her eyes flitting over the haphazardly stacked volumes, she consoled herself with the presence of books by Maya Angelou, Ben Okri, Toni Morrison, and Edwidge Danticat. She jotted down a few titles in her Filofax, crammed it into her mini-backpack, and refilled her cup with seltzer before reclaiming her mantle of righteous indignation at the scene. Measuring the smugness of those around her with the yardstick of her own discomfort, Noire wondered about Jayna. Where was homegirl?

Jayna was straight-up wrong. She just was. Fifteen years of friendship with Noire should have taught her that, at twenty-eight years old, Noire had no time or interest in the self-congratulatory games of “name-that-Negro” that the newest generation of the talented tenth had a particular fondness for. Wasn’t the biggest argument that Jayna and Noire ever had over love and money? Then high school seniors, they had fanatical obsessions with Terrence Trent D’Arby (Noire), Blair Underwood (Jayna), LL Cool J (both), and half the boys in their Queens neighborhood. At seventeen, Jayna was then a recent nonvirgin and reflective.

“Sex is no big deal. Mama says it’s as easy to love a rich man as a poor man. I plan to marry rich!”

“Jayna: Sold to the highest bidder!”

“Let’s hear you say that when you’re shacked up on skid row!”

“Fuck you!”

“At least someone does want to fuck me! And, Nicholas is going to Stanford, too! I suggest you check your attitude.”

Noire remembered the sting of Jayna’s words. She had masked her hurt with anger over the Jayna-Nicholas hookup; she would have done anything for just a kiss from him. Shrugging off her thoughts, Noire became annoyed with her unplanned solitude at the bookstore and resolved to pass the time near a ripe discussion between Brown Betty’s yards of purple fabric and a buppie poster boy. Amusing herself with her role of infiltrator, Noire nodded at both parties who, as recent Harlem residents themselves, vigorously debated the effects of the latest wave of multicultural homeowners into “their neighborhood.” Her interjected comment about the displacement of longtime Harlemites because of the steep increase in rents received a cool glance from Buppie Poster Boy and a huff from Brown Betty. She wondered if they bought their groceries in lower Westchester.

Jayna was still missing in action when, at seven-thirty, Brown Betty asked everyone to sit for the start of the reading. Buppie Poster Boy glared at Noire before revealing himself to be the center of attention by propping himself against a stool at the front of the room and holding a much book-marked copy of his tome. His face looked important and solemn, his thirty-two privileged years filling the air. Five rows of mismatched chairs ringed him in a tight arc. Noire claimed a place toward the back of the store and attempted to hold the aisle seat to her right for Jayna. She figured that Jayna was trying to be slick, timing her arrival so as to miss the start of the reading and thus the brunt of Noire’s venomous response to her. Planting her bag on the chair, Noire surveyed the assemblage of about forty-five people and caught the eye of Jayna’s friend Alan. He was too far away to say anything so she mouthed a tepid hello.

Marcus Gordon had already shared five of his ten commandments of creating wealth in the black community when someone approached Noire. “Is this seat taken?” he whispered, handing Noire’s bag back to her and lowering himself into the chair. He raised his right fist in an abbreviated black-man salute to the pontificating Marcus and settled into immediate concentration upon his words.

Arrogant, she thought, settling her bag onto the floor in front of her. She stared ahead but noticed his well-defined profile in her peripheral vision. Probably full of himself.

“Number Five is ‘Own instead of rent.’ Too many of us have spent too much money on our sound system, our silk sheets, and our summer vacation without first investing in our futures. If you don’t own your spot, you’re just making someone else rich.”

Noire thought about the late rent check she had put in today’s mail and the vacation she and Jayna were taking to New Orleans in a couple of days. Maybe Marcus is my landlord.

“Number Four is ‘A penny invested is a penny earned.’ Checking and savings accounts are cute, but in today’s economy they’re not enough. With interest rates barely outpacing the rate of inflation, that’s as bad as hiding money in your mattress. And at that rate, your golden years will be spent flipping hamburgers under the golden arches. Invest in your company’s retirement plan and make your own plans as well.”

Maybe he can be my sugar daddy! Noire mused, trying to mask her discomfort about her own grim graduate school finances. Her mind unwillingly fast-forwarded through her prospects of five more years of student-induced poverty as Marcus shared his financial wisdom.

“ . . . But most of all, you must follow the first commandment if you are to realize your own potential. ‘Remove all people and barriers that stand in the way of your success.’ I’m going to repeat that one. ‘Remove all people and barriers that stand in the way of your success.’ This is the one that always confuses people. They say, ‘What about my family and my friends from back in the day? I can’t just cut them off like that.’ My response to that is simple: Cut them off or suffer from excess baggage. Last time I checked, we only had one life to live and a finite time in which to live it. So you better seek to thrive and not simply survive. Trying to hang on to all the folks who ever passed through your life ‘just because’ can strain your limited personal resources—whether that’s your time, your money, or your emotions. People who impede progress will cause you to digress and ultimately regress. You can’t afford that. So if you have family and friends who are messing up your program, they’ve got to go. If folks are distractions to you, kick them to the curb and don’t look back. A person without direction is dangerous. But more dangerous is a person who is heading in the opposite direction from you. Because if you’re trying to go forward and they want you to follow them, that means you’re going backward—plain and simple. People like to make this a more complicated issue than it is. But folks—and black folks in particular—need to grip this reality if they really want to attain success and financial stability.”

Mom, Dad, thanks for the memories. Noire almost laughed out loud but silenced herself amid the appreciative audience. Their clapping was enthusiastic. Her eyes rested on the still hands of her neighbor. Shifting in her chair, she noticed that his eyes were cast on the page emblazoned with Marcus’s first commandment. He fingered the page, then folded down its corner before snapping the book shut.

Marcus fielded questions for fifteen minutes before encouraging people to purchase the book and get it signed. Noire’s seatmate still sat. He clutched his copy in both hands. She looked at the cover and noted that Marcus’s name was in larger type than the book’s title.

“Mr. Gordon seems to think a lot of himself,” she said, pointing to the book cover.

He turned to face her. “I suppose that when you’re a part of the Gordon family, you want people to stand up and take notice. He’s my boy from b-school. We went to Columbia Business School together. He’s good people.” He has an accent.

Noire feared expelling all the contents in her stomach. THE Gordon family?! “Oh.” She tried to look indifferent.

“Why are you here?” her handsome companion looked at her blankly.

“I was meeting a friend.”

“Tell your friend thanks for the seat.”

“Something came up.” Noire shot out of her seat, seeking to reclaim her dignity.

“I’m Innocent.” He extended his hand.

“Noire.” She shook it belatedly. “Interesting name.”

“As is yours. You’ll have to tell me where it comes from,” he said before getting up. “Let me just get Marcus to sign my book. I haven’t seen him in quite a while.”

Noire marched toward Alan, wanting to move before Innocent did.

“Hey, Noire, happy you could come.” Alan blew warm air onto her cheek and introduced her to his friend Nate.

Shaking Nate’s hand, she said, “Apparently Jayna was looking for an inventive way to break friends with me, inviting me to something like this.”

“I went to Morehouse with Marcus.” Alan looked at Noire as though all of her teeth had fallen out of her mouth. He sighed and continued, “Jayna asked me to tell you that she’s really sorry but she got caught up in this oral surgery project she’s working on with some folks. More dental school hazing . . . Anyway, her group’s test subject rescheduled for six-thirty tonight. The first draft of the project is due tomorrow, you know.”

“Mmm.” Noire warbled and thought about her own late paper languishing in the bowels of her laptop. “Yes . . . well, OK, Alan, good to see you again. Nice to meet you, Nate.”

Alan blew cool air on her cheek this time and Nate winked. Seeing the sparkle in his eye, she couldn’t imagine his familiar expression had been for her. When Alan winked in return, her question was answered.

Noire turned away from them, measuring the steps it would take her to get to her coat and umbrella, when Innocent approached her. She was blinded by the whiteness of beautiful teeth flashing between welcoming, full lips. He said something to her. His velvety dark skin warmed the harsh overhead lighting. He was probably in his early thirties, a shade under six feet and of a medium, athletic build. His custom-tailored Shaka King suit was complemented by a tie a bit too risqué for the corporate America he inhabited and cufflinks that were understated works of art. But he carried off his look with such finesse—from his nearly bald head to his highly polished shoes to—

He touched her elbow and she realized that he was waiting for a reply to whatever he had said. She didn’t know what he had said. So she figured she’d ask a question of her own. “Yes, so, why the French pronunciation . . . for your name?”

His eyes held a hint of confusion before he answered, “Because I’m from Côte d’Ivoire in West Africa.”

“I’m familiar with it.” She made her face subdued.

“But Noire is pronounced with an American accent.”

“That’s because I’m from Queens.”

“That seems appropriate.” Innocent’s looks were clouded with unknowable thoughts. Noire met them with question marks and points of ellipsis. His next statement reminded her who he was and why she didn’t like him. “So, did you enjoy the reading?”

“I’m not Marcus’s target audience.” She narrowed her eyes and recovered her former righteousness.

“Well, Ms. Noire from Queens, I’m happy to have made your acquaintance. If you don’t mind, I’d like to give you my card. Maybe we can get together . . . to talk shop.”

She restrained her surprise. “Take mine instead,” she said, remembering the flimsy cards she had printed in the computer lab for the symposium she attended last month.

“OK.”

She fished around her overstuffed wallet to find one that didn’t have information already scrawled on the back of it. Retrieving a slightly dog-eared card, she presented it to him with a hint of a flourish.

“‘Noire Demain, Ph.D. Candidate, Comparative Literature, New York University.’ Mmm. So what exactly does that mean you’re doing?”

“Ask me later if you really want to know.” Noire slid him a coy smile, and Innocent gave a surprised laugh.

“Oh, it’s like that?”

“Yes, it’s like that.”

Noire departed gracefully before letting her warring thoughts draw lines of confusion across her face. She walked through the bone-chilling rain toward the subway. She couldn’t wait to talk to Jayna.

Fingering Noire’s tattered business card, Innocent felt tingly. Her energy had put him off balance. He ruminated on her bohemian good looks: five-feet-eight womanly build, burnished brown skin, retro cateye glasses. Her lips were pouty and small, but her voice was rich and her expressions quirky. Noire. Her name delighted Innocent’s tongue. He wanted to know more about her.

Slipping her card into his own slim cardholder, he returned it to his breast pocket and rejoined the dwindling crowd around Marcus. “This was nice, man. Really nice.”

“I’m just happy you made it, man,” Marcus said, shifting his attention to Innocent. They had become “boys” at business school, but their hectic professional schedules and personal lives prevented them from seeing much of each other in the four years since graduation.

“Yeah. Look, do you want to get a drink? I’m never out of work this early; it’s like lunchtime for me.” Innocent snickered.

“Sounds good. But I can only have one because Lydia has the flu. I don’t want to leave her alone with Nile for too long.”

“How are she and the little guy doing? How old is he now?”

“He’ll be two on April 1. Look, just give me a second to wrap things up in here.”

“Sure.” Innocent watched Marcus clap people on their arms and gesture expressively in response to their questions. People have always loved Marcus. He was from a family firmly entrenched in the business world and well known for its support of black philanthropic causes. He always joked that his family was a part of the black bourgeoisie for real, but Marcus was down; he was good people.

“Alright, man, let’s push out.” Marcus had his coat on and his fedora between his fingers. Innocent slipped on his trench and grabbed his umbrella from the stand by the door. They dashed out into the steady March rain and ducked into Sublime.

Innocent ordered a Black and Tan, and Marcus a vodka tonic.

“Here’s to you and what is sure to be only the first of many books that will get black folks to see a rosy financial future. Cheers!”


“Here, here.” They toasted and had their first gulp.

“So what’s up, man, what the hell is goin’ on?” Marcus started off.

“Well, work is kickin’ my God-given ass is what’s up. The bank is unrelenting.”


“That’s why I don’t work for the proverbial ‘man.’ I’ve got to be the man!”

“Easier said than done, Marcus. Easier said than done.”

“You’ve got an M.B.A., money in the bank, and me. What more do you need?” His face held no hint of facetiousness.

“Man, I haven’t even seen you in two years!”

“Then consider this the first day of the rest of your life.” Marcus clinked his glass against Innocent’s a little too hard and took another swallow.

“Jayna?!”

“Hello? Oh, hey, Noire. Sorry I missed you earlier. Did Alan tell you about my project?”

“I figured you just couldn’t face up to your lie.” Noire struggled out of her rain-soaked coat without dropping the phone. “Actually, I’m happy you didn’t come; it would’ve been ugly.”

“Damn, Noire.”

“Don’t tell me you didn’t know it would be an incognegro scene!”

“I didn’t know.”

“Bullshit, Jayna!”

“For godsakes, Noire, are you saying that you can’t hang in that crowd for two hours?”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means, get off your fucking high horse. We need for some black folks to make money and God knows it sure ain’t gonna be you!”

“There is no reason for you to go there, Jayna.” Noire frowned at the phone.

“What ever happened to your ugly LIVE AND LET LIVE T-shirt, Noire? If I recall, you wore that damn thing so often in undergrad that I had to steal it from your room just to wash it. That slogan should have been practically tattooed to your breasts. What happened to all of that liberalism?”

“I’m just not into all that bourgie bullshit. That’s all.”

“My dear, foolish friend, bullshit comes in many forms. Trust. So now what? I’d like to see you put your hundred-thousand-dollar Amherst degree in the shredder.”

“We’re not talking about my degree; we’re talking about the book signing.” Noire laughed, signaling her defeat.

“Love-15. Venus and Serena have nothin’ on us! Your serve, Ms. I’m-Getting-My-Ph.D.-But-I’m-A-Righteous-No-Money-Havin’-Nubian-Sista.”

“Remind me why I like you!”

“So, where’s the money at on the continent, son?” Marcus sipped his drink. “Dad wants to see me get into some more Latin America stuff, but I really want to explore some opportunities in Africa. You’re gonna have to drop some knowledge on a brotha.”

Innocent laughed. Even after six years he still couldn’t get used to that African Americanism, “the continent.” It was cute. “Well, it depends on what you want to do. Of course there’s South Africa, but if you want to create your own thing, and potentially get a really big return on your investment, you should look to the West—Ghana, Nigeria, Côte d’Ivoire, and Senegal especially.”

“Man, I don’t know about Nigeria. Folks are getting swallowed whole over there.”

“Mmm.”

They chatted, Marcus filling him in on the most recent Gordon family dramas. Despite his hemming and hawing, Marcus was equally invested in being a Gordon, with all of the rights and responsibilities it afforded him.

“So, man, tell me about the other you.” Marcus gulped his drink. “What honeys have you got lined up? Give me the details. Since I’m a one-woman man in front of God and everybody, I’ve got to live vicariously through a smooth African brotha such as yourself.”

“You are so full of shit!” with a laugh. “Look, the waters are not being stirred.”

“Well, you know what they say, ‘Still waters run deep’!”

“Well, then I’m a deep muthafucka right about now.”

“That’s alright, man; the year is young. Just don’t forget how to play ball.”

“I’m sure I won’t.”

“I saw you speaking to Afro before. Don’t trip. Believe me, she was there by accident. Probably looking for an incense-making class . . .” He scoffed and put his drink up to his mouth.

“She seems alright.”

“Alright in the don’t-fuck-with-me-unless-you’re-a-revolutionary kind of way, yeah!”

“Why all that?” Innocent finished his drink prematurely and ordered another.

“I met her before the signing. She’s trying to hate, man. What she doesn’t know is that I’m not her enemy.”

“Did something happen?”

“That’s not the issue. What’s important is the fact that you’re my boy and I want you to handle your business in a large way. She’s going in a different direction from you, Innocent. Plain and simple. Sure, she’s pretty to look at, but New York City is full of pretty women. And believe me, most of them would be happy to suck your six-figure African dick.”

“Damn, Marcus!”

“Oh, you can handle that, black man. The thing is, am I lying?”

Peeling her cold and wet tights off of her legs, Noire announced, “Well then, you’ll be happy to know that I gave a guy my number. One of your kinda people. I was holding a seat for you and he came and sat in it. He’s Ivoirian.”

“Ivoirian?”

“Just a second.” Noire tussled with her velvet blouse. Slipping it over her head, she put on her ten-year-old AMHERST sweatshirt. Bringing the handset back up to her head, she cradled it between her right ear and a hunched shoulder as she hung her clothes up to dry. “He’s from Côte d’Ivoire. Corporate but with sort of an artsy thing happening.”

“So you’re not holding his salary against him?” Jayna sounded incredulous.

Noire ignored the statement. “Anyway. His name is ‘ē-nō-sah.’” She said his name phonetically, enjoying the novelty of it. “He was wearing a salmon-and-blue-striped tie with a gray wool pinstripe jammie.” She was now cross-legged on her bed.

“Noire, you’re speaking to me in codes! Tell me what happened in plain English. And fill in the details.”

“OK, but wait. Let me just get some orange juice.” Noire uncrossed her legs and scooted herself to the edge of the bed. Walking with the receiver nestled in the crook of her neck and the base in her hand, she laughed at her friend’s expressions of impatience on the other end.

“Girl, I know you can talk and walk at the same time. It’s not a cordless but I know that shit’s got a long-ass cord!”

“OK, Jayna.” Noire began to unwind her tale, embellishing her descriptions of Marcus, Brown Betty, and all the man-hunting women and posers in order to elicit the right reaction. Making a pit stop at the bathroom, she found her way to the kitchen.

The light from the refrigerator illuminated a triangle on her tiny square of yellow linoleum flooring. She gulped her first glass of orange juice with the door still open and then filled the glass again before returning the carton to its chilly home and kicking the door closed.

“So basically I told him to keep his business card and I gave him mine instead.” Noire walked into the living room, dodging the pile of books strewn on the floor around her desk, and plopped down in front of her computer.

“Well what’d you do that for? Now you don’t even know his last name or where he works! How you gonna run a check on Negro?”

They polished off their drinks and Marcus offered to settle the bill. “Look, it’s pushing ten o’clock. I better get outta here.”

They walked out of the bar and stood on the sidewalk saying their good-byes in the now misty rain. Marcus tried flagging down a cab. Three zipped by him until one finally slowed to a stop. “Thanks, brotha,” he said to the driver. “Looked like nobody was trying to stop for a homeboy in the rain. Not even a homeboy in an Everett Hall suit!”

Then to Innocent, “Don’t be a stranger. Give me a call sometime.” He handed him his newest business card. “Better yet, Lydia and I will have you up soon, around Nile’s birthday. You know we bought a brown-stone up in Harlem?”

“No, I didn’t know.”

“Yeah, it’s great. Huge spot in Sugar Hill, and I got it for a great price.”

“More power to you, then.”

“Yeah. Listen, take it easy. And tell the man to take his foot out your ass.”

“I’ll remember to tell him that tomorrow.” They embraced like the old friends they were. Innocent closed the taxi door for Marcus and watched the cab pull off before he began to walk toward home. He lived about twelve blocks away, in the heart of SoHo, and thought the walk would give him more time to think about the mysterious Noire.

“Well, Noire, it definitely sounds exciting. A ‘corporate Cudjoe’!” She snickered. “Just don’t be too cute for your own good. Let me know if he contacts you.”

“When.” She tapped her laptop’s ON button.

“Right, when. Look, I’d love to tell you about my glamorous evening full of saliva and halitosis, but schoolwork calls.”

“Yeah, I have a paper that I need to hand in by Wednesday. It’s overdue.”

“Well, good luck then. E me.”

“Remember, the revolution will not be televised.”

“I know. It’ll be on the Internet. Good night, Ms. Thang.”

Noire’s neighbor’s coo-coo clock announced the hour: 10:00 P.M. Her unfinished paper screamed her first and last name from the laptop. She stared through the screen saver that danced before her and envisioned Innocent’s facial expression as he said, “Oh, it’s like that.” What a curious expression it was—surprised, reserved, engaged. She replayed in her mind him taking her card, reading it, smiling. I think he likes me. Or was he just flexing his charm at her expense like so many homeboys? I hope he’s different. Noire sighed. Her relationship with Cudjoe when she was twenty-one was the last one of real significance. The intervening seven years of dating were a hodgepodge of high drama, insecurity, immaturity, and the tired formula of three dates plus good sex equals no relationship. Her threshold for game playing was at an all-time low, her emotions a house of cards atop a fragile ego. Touching the mouse, Noire resolved not to think about Innocent for at least the next twenty minutes. After all, she was a woman of discipline.





Chapter 2
Stop at “Go”

SUBJECT: Comparing literature

DATE: March 9, 1999, 6:26 P.M.

TO: Noire@nyu.edu

FROM: IPokou@wright_richards.com



Ms. Noire from Queens,

I figured you’d be the best person with whom to “compare literature.” I’ve read the Bible, Native Son, Another Country, Une Vie de Boy, and Texaco among others. Would love to compare my list with yours. Does that interest you?



Innocent



Innocent pressed SEND. I hope that I don’t seem too eager, firing off an e-mail only twenty-two hours after meeting someone. What’s even the proper e-mail etiquette on that sort of thing?

The drizzle that clung to his office window made it an opaque rectangle of darkness. He stared at his tired face reflected in the glass . . . wondered how many tired faces were staring out of the thousands of offices in the World Trade Center. 6:28. Maybe I’ll call it a night in two hours. He dialed the phone number of Two Towers Deli eighty-five flights below and ordered a number ten with everything but pickles.

“This is not cool,” Innocent mumbled to his computer screen, staring at the sign that declared, PROPERTY OF WRIGHT RICHARDS. DO NOT REMOVE. He was only one of the investment bank’s hundreds of vice presidents and thousands of employees throughout the world, just a cog in the wheel. Here it was only Tuesday and his patience for the workweek was already wearing thin. Working the whole damn weekend has already made it a nine-day week for me! His frown reactivated a headache from the morning.

As he scrolled through his daily call list, Innocent’s eyes locked on “Marie,” his mother’s namesake. His thoughts tumbled back to last Christmas when he broke the news to Maman that he would not come home for the holiday. It had become a painful memory affixed to his unconscious; the recollection sneaked up on him with little warning. His mother’s caustic words were still harsh French barbs in his ears.

“Have you become so addicted to blond girls and dollar bills? Is that it?!”

Innocent winced. He knew his mother didn’t want an answer, so he didn’t give one.

“There are good women right here. Women from respected families who will bear children who live up to the Pokou name.”

“Maman, I’m not dating anyone seriously.”

“If you were here, you’d be married. Must I go to my grave without knowing my own son’s child?!”

“I’m sorry, Maman. But this is not about you.”

“As an African man, your life is always about your family!”

Shamed, Innocent shrunk in his office chair, thankful that he could not see his mother’s eyes narrowed at him in anger and regret.

“Son, Americans covet money like a young whore and worship it like it’s the body of Christ. ‘In God we trust!’ It’s blasphemy, Innocent. Has that country corrupted you?” She lowered her voice to a searing whisper. “Innocent, what good is any of it if you can only enjoy it selfishly? Sometimes you need to choose the people you love over the people you work for. They are not the ones who will cry at your funeral.”

Innocent stood up at his desk. “Maman, this is not about sacrilege or disrespecting my family or culture, or lusting after money and blond women! It’s not any of it! It’s that I just made vice president; I can’t afford to take off the time from work right now!”

“Innocent, please don’t tell me what you can’t afford to do. Your father, sister, and grandmother will miss you.”

They tried to recover the conversation with the half-hearted pleas-antries that should always be said between a mother and son, but Innocent’s tear-streaked thoughts prevented him from voicing his usual expressions of love. Maman had succeeded in making him feel like a sellout. They hung up, and Innocent’s heart pounded out the pain he could not express.

How can I explain to Maman that coming home is the problem? That returning for a week or two only to turn around and leave makes me schizophrenic?

Sometimes it was easier just to save himself the stress of the five-thousand-mile trip. When he returned to Côte d’Ivoire he wanted to relax, but he couldn’t. Instead he was subjected to the unwelcome comments from the Pokou family inner circle, who quizzed him on his prospects for a wife and children. Of course he relished the nearness of his eighteen-year-old sister, his eighty-year-old grandmother, and his parents, but he ached when he had to leave them. It seemed like God’s cruel joke. How other people did it, Innocent did not know.

“Mr. Pokou, the Two Towers deliveryman is here.”

Fumbling unsuccessfully with his phone’s intercom, Innocent knocked it to the floor, then yelled toward his feet, “Thanks, Ralph!” He grabbed his wallet and left his office with more urgency than was called for, as if to put physical distance between himself and his thoughts of home. Walking down the hall, Innocent heard the muffled cacophony of multiple conversations behind closed office doors. Entering the reception area, Innocent gave the Two Towers deliveryman a ten-dollar bill for his seven-dollar order.

“OK, thanks, boss! My name is Joseph. I work every weekday at this time. Just ask for me next time.”

“Alright, chief. Have a good night.”

“Oh, I will!” The deliveryman strode out of the office with a buoyant step.

“Ralph, do you know if Alexander is still here?”

“Yes, he came back from the men’s room a little while ago.”

“OK.” Innocent veered toward the cluster of cubicles at the back of the floor. As he got closer, he was assailed with Alexander’s foulmouthed agitation.

“What the fuck do you mean ‘we’? I brought in the fucking account. You didn’t do jack shit but hear about it! I don’t see any ‘we’ in it, asshole!” He slammed down the phone.

“This is bullshit, man!” Alexander said in greeting to Innocent, who now stood at the entrance of his cubicle.

“What’s bullshit?” he asked, lowering himself into the lone empty chair within Alexander’s three and a half walls. Unwrapping his sandwich, Innocent looked at Alexander’s framed M.B.A. degree that was the sole adornment in the space.

“This turkey Wilson trying to stomp me is the bullshit. Remember that urban platform radio station that I just set up as a client? Well, this asshole is trying to get a piece of the deal just because I asked him some questions about it! What kind of bullshit is that? I shouldn’t have asked his ass a damn thing!” Alexander shook his head more in anger than in remorse.

“Why didn’t you ask me?”

Alexander rolled his eyes.

“Look, that’s fucked up, but he really doesn’t have a leg to stand on. Why don’t you take it up with Renée tomorrow morning? I’m sure she’ll see things your way.”

“Yeah, she’s the only managing director around here who’s even worth her weight in dust!”

“You know that she looks out, man.”

“Yeah.” Remembering Innocent’s first question—“And your black ass wasn’t around for me to ask you anything!”

“I’d prefer it if you didn’t color-code my anatomy in the office.” He raised his eyebrow to make his meaning clear.

“Shit, man, I’m sorry. Just can’t get the ’hood out of the homeboy sometimes.”

“Mmm.” Innocent plowed into his sandwich. Motioning to the degree on the wall, Innocent asked, “So how was Howard?”

“What? Oh yeah, it was cool. It’s nice to be a black man at Howard. Folks at least respect that much. But it’s got its share of uppity Negroes.”

“Guess that’s the case everywhere.”

“Yeah . . . May will make a year since graduation. I do sort of miss it, especially those bodacious shorties. Damn!” He shifted in his seat, his body gripped with memory. “What about Columbia?”

“You know, it was alright. No shortage of beautiful women, met good people, and of course it landed me a plum job in this hellhole.” They laughed boisterously before Innocent continued: “I sometimes wonder what it would have been like to experience a black school.”

“Man, you from Africa! What kind of school did you go to when you were there?”

“Alexander, that’s not what I mean. I’m talking about in the U.S. Coming from somewhere else, there’s some novelty attached to the thought of attending a predominately black university.”

“So why didn’t you?”

“Well, I wanted to be in New York City and I got into Columbia. It chose me, man.”

“Yeah, I guess that’s cool.” He took a swig of his Gatorade. “Where’d you go for undergrad?”

“The Sorbonne.”

“Damn.” Alexander eyed Innocent as he took another bite out of his sandwich and spit out a pickle.

“Damn pickles,” he muttered, and pulled out more. “I hate pickles.”

“That’s too bad.” Alexander laughed and shook his head. “So how long are you staying tonight?”

“It’s going to take me at least two hours to clear my desk, but I think I might try to leave sooner, probably around eight-thirty.”

“Shit, you livin’ the life. Midnight is going to meet and greet my new associate ass right here in this fucking office!”

“Sucks to be you.”

“Yeah.”

“Look, don’t forget to talk to Renée first thing in the morning about the Wilson bullshit. And let me know what comes of that conversation. If need be, maybe I can talk to her. I’ll tell her that we talked about the deal too and I’m not looking for a cut. Stick a copy of your proposal under my door so I can be up on it.”

“Alright. Thanks, man.”

“Easy, Alexander.”

Sitting down to his computer, Innocent noticed he had a new e-mail message.



SUBJECT: Re: Comparing literature

DATE: March 9, 1999, 6:53 P.M.

TO: IPokou@wright_richards.com

FROM: Noire@nyu.edu



Mr. Pokou,

Rather an eclectic mix, your literature collection. Comparing lists could be fun. But you didn’t suggest a time or a place. I’m on self-imposed lock-down till Thursday. But Friday could work for a drink or something.



RSVP,

Noire



Innocent smiled at Noire’s words. She’s cute. Resisting the urge to hit REPLY, Innocent instead savored his mounting curiosity. He could hardly figure her out from five sentences, but he nevertheless read and reread her words, trying to hear the inflection in her voice as if she had spoken to him.

Noire stared at her sent message, a half-grin pulled across her face. She had hesitated in responding only as long as it took to rationalize that talking books didn’t mean anything. A prompt message deserves a prompt response, she reasoned, and kept her expectations low.

Noire was still struggling with her paper. She cupped her head in her hands and massaged her bloodshot eyes, now blurred before the computer screen. Twelve hours. She could have flown to the South Pole, but instead she stared at the same eight pages of her overdue twenty-page paper for Professor Fuentes. She grabbed a fistful of plantain chips and chewed violently. And what about Fuentes? Noire had hoped that she would so impress her that Professor Fuentes would want to be her faculty adviser, but the chance of that happening now looked slim. She’ll never want to help me if I can’t even write one damn paper for her class!

Uttering timid incantations to God and everybody else, Noire weighed her options. Would it be really bad if I called Professor Fuentes to explain my predicament? Two more minutes of rubbing her eyes helped her make up her mind. Opening her loose-leaf binder, Noire found a battered copy of the course’s syllabus. Professor Fuentes had only listed her office number. Shit. Figuring she had nothing to lose by leaving a message, Noire stuffed her mouth with more plantain chips and dialed the number.

“Halo?” She picked up on the first ring.

“Oh shit!” Noire hastily pushed the moistened chips to the corners of her mouth and swallowed a few prematurely before she continued. “Shit! Sorry! Sorry!” She forced more chips down her throat and coughed. “Um, this is Noire Demain. I’m in your Women Write Diaspora Fiction class?” she asked rather than told. She got up to get water.

“Yes, Noire, I know who you are. I received your e-mail message yesterday.”

An excuse for her paper’s lateness, and a bad excuse at that. “Yes, right. Well, I’m actually calling to follow up on that e-mail.”

Silence.

“Well, as you probably figured out, I’m having a hard time writing my paper. I mean, I understand my topic—I know I want to argue that writing in Caribbean dialects and pidgins is a political statement that questions what is considered a culturally authentic ‘voice of the people.’ But I don’t feel like I can say anything more about it than the most basic things.”

“What kinds of ‘basic’ things?”

Noire rattled off observations and connected disparate texts but prefaced her statements with qualifiers like “this is really obvious but . . .”

“Noire, you are a first year in the Ph.D. program, no? The first thing you need to learn is to be confident in what you have to say. The observations you just made are far from obvious, especially when you draw in the examples from the texts that you cited. If you develop a thesis statement around those observations you will make a very compelling argument.”

She continued before Noire could interject. “As you move through this Ph.D. process, Noire, and progress throughout your academic career, you will see how important it is to begin from a position of arrogance. You are already making a contribution to the discipline just by being a part of it. There will be many people who will seek to undercut your voice, and some may even succeed temporarily, but you must continue to assert your position. Accept criticism, but don’t compromise yourself just because someone else doesn’t agree with you.”

Listening to Professor Fuentes, Noire felt as though she were an eleven-year-old again. She thanked her for her time and opinion, and they hung up. Graduate school was as much about endurance as it was about intelligence, just like the rest of life. She would have to remember that.

Noire typed, edited, and reread twenty-three pages of her impassioned arguments and hard-nosed research before falling asleep to a modest sunrise.



SUBJECT: . . . or something

DATE: March 10, 1999, 7:48 A.M.

TO: Noire@nyu.edu

FROM: IPokou@wright_richards.com



Mlle. Noire,

I liked the “or something” part of your suggestion for a drink on Friday. It certainly sounds promising. I do love openness and a hint of spontaneity. What do you love?



Innocent



SUBJECT: Noire loves . . .

DATE: March 10, 1999, 10:36 A.M.

TO: IPokou@wright_richards.com

FROM: Noire@nyu.edu



. . . loud music on a rainy afternoon, cashmere, spicy food, provocative conversation, french kisses, and drinks “or something” on Friday evenings with attractive men with mysterious names. How’s 7:30 at The Llama? Call me this evening. Don’t forget the 718. I am “Manhattan-challenged,” you recall.



Noire



She wanted to see if Innocent could be as quick on his feet when they talked as he was over e-mail. As Noire prepared to log off of her e-mail account, a message flashed across the screen from “The Innocent One.”



SUBJECT: It’s me

DATE: March 10, 1999, 10:45 A.M.

TO: Noire@nyu.edu

FROM: theINNOCENTone@mymail.com



It’s me, Noire. After reading what you love, thought I’d do well to give you my personal e-mail address. I wouldn’t want the people in our information technology department to have too much fun reading my messages! I usually check this account two or three times a day.



I’ll call you tonight,

Innocent



Two or three times a day! Well, she would look forward to his call.

The phone rang at eight-thirty. Noire stood a foot from it and watched it quiver two more times. She picked it up on the third ring.

“Hello?” delivered in a sexy silkiness that could melt the polar ice cap.

“Girl, it’s me!” Jayna shouted into the phone.

“Oh! I thought you’d be Innocent.” Noire did neck rolls.

“Well, obviously you weren’t dripping sexuality for me. He hasn’t called yet?”

“No. Why is there so much noise in the background? Where are you calling me from?”

“I’m at Alan’s place. He and Nate are throwing a little Wednesday night groove for no reason. Just because we finished round one of our projects, I guess.”

“What’s up with him and Nate? My gaydar was going off when I saw them in the bookstore.”

“Yeah, girl, you know they are too cute to be straight!” She chuckled. “Anyway, it’s cool. There are about fifteen people here. Folks are scheming on each other and acting hard-up though. I might even get some tonight!” Noire and Jayna squealed at the thought.

“Just a minute, Jayna. I have another call,” she said, her voice full of giggles. “Hello!”

“Whoa!” He pulled his ear back from the phone. “Hi, this is Innocent.”

“Oh gosh . . . sorry! It’s just that I’m on the other line,” Noire explained.

“OK? Well, do you want me to call back?”

“Oh no.” Noire tried to sound more sultry. “I can get off the other line.” She added, “I’ve been on the call for a while.”

“Alright.”

“Just a second.” She clicked back over to Jayna who, was singing into the phone. “Jayna, it’s him. It’s Innocent. I just yelled in his ear by mistake.”

“Oops. Well, you go ahead and take it then. I’ll catch you later.”

“OK, bye. And say hello to Alan and Nate.”

“Will do.”

Noire clicked back over to Innocent. “Sorry about that. I was just talking to my friend Jayna. She was calling from a party.”

Innocent laughed. “Do you guys usually call each other to have heart-to-hearts when you’re at parties?”

This time, Noire laughed. He caught her. “Well, you know, sometimes parties are the best place for heart-to-hearts. If you’ve been drinking you’re less inhibited and will say anything. And since the music is so loud, nobody will hear you!”

“Good recovery. So, how are you?”

“I’m pretty great now that I’ve finished my paper. I had been laboring over it for nearly two weeks. It was due the day I met you but I handed it in today.”

“Well, congratulations.”

“The rest of the week is pretty smooth sailing. Two classes tomorrow and nothing on Friday.”

“I wish I could say the same. I have a big project that’s due tomorrow. So I think I’ll be here all night.”

“You’re calling from work?”

“Definitely. The night is young, Noire.”

“My God, won’t you get tired, hungry?”

“Tired is a state of mind and hunger is easily remedied by a call to our friendly neighborhood twenty-four-hour deli. If push comes to shove, I have a fresh shirt and some necessities in the office. Hopefully I’ll be able to go home and catch a few winks, though.”

“That’s absurd.”

“All in a day’s work.”

“Sounds more like forty days and forty nights!”

“Mmm.” Innocent changed the subject. “So what part of Brooklyn do you live in?”

“Clinton Hill. Actually I’m on the border of Clinton Hill and Fort Greene.”

“Sure. There are some very pretty brownstones around there. One of my coworkers has a place in Fort Greene, around the park somewhere.”

“And where in the City do you lay your head?”

“I like to call SoHo home.”

“SoHo?”

“Yes. Why do you say it like that? Do you not like the area?”

“No, I love the area to hang out in. But I’ve never known anyone to actually live there. It’s like saying you live by Lincoln Center or in Trump Tower. Who lives there?” Who can afford to?

“Plenty of people.”

“Yes, it’s just—I don’t know. So, how long have you lived in So-Ho?” She emphasized each syllable separately to elicit a laugh. It worked.

“I moved there a month after I graduated from b-school. This woman who was a classmate of mine bought the place when she started school but then ended up taking a job in France. So she rented it out to me, and last year I bought it. It’s actually a really nice space. Doesn’t look like anything from the outside, but there are very high ceilings and lots of light. It’s a loft.”

“Sounds nice. Do you have it all fixed up?”

“Actually, I’ve done very little with the space. I have a few masks and my best friend’s watercolor hanging up, but that’s about it. It’s unfortunate that I hardly ever get to see it during daylight hours. One of the biggest selling points of the place is the sunlight.” This time his laugh was tinged with a bitterness that Noire couldn’t place.

“Well, I have a sort of cozy one-bedroom that’s overrun with books, magazines, and other things that I can’t seem to get rid of. But it’s fine, comfortable for me. No great view but the neighborhood is cool. And I’m only twenty minutes away from school by train. That’s a real plus when I have to beat it back home at night.”

“You take the train when it’s late?”

“That’s all I can afford on my grad student budget.” She frowned.

“Mmm . . . Well, Noire, I would love to talk a bit more but—”

“Oh no, you have a whole night ahead of you. You can e-mail me if you get a chance, but we’ll see each other soon enough.”

“OK, Noire. I look forward to Friday; it’s the only thing that will get me through the next forty-eight hours of hell.”

That was sweet. “Thank you, Innocent.”

“Bon soir, Noire.”

“Good night, Innocent.”

Innocent got off the phone feeling good. He didn’t know what it was about Noire, but she ignited his imagination. She wasn’t sweet but she was real—he appreciated that. Shaking the mouse on his computer, Innocent felt a smile linger on his lips as he began to type.

Noire was experiencing her own minor jubilation despite herself, his sumptuous accented voice ricocheting off of every nerve in her body. Closing her eyes, she pictured Innocent sitting at his desk in his sterile box of an office, the fluorescent lights raining cold light down on him. And yet, he seemed composed, relaxed almost, even though he had pressing deadlines weighing on him. Noire marveled at this trait, then reminded herself that she barely liked him when she met him (though she conceded that he was charming). A couple of e-mails and a phone call couldn’t change all that . . . or could it? She’d know on Friday. Noire felt horny and hopeful.
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