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Lil Jay and Kamryn, y’all almost ran me crazy while I was trying to write this book. Next time I’m gonna have to get me a nanny to keep y’all occupied, or get me a new husband. Something has to give…. LOL! Don’t worry, though, because Mommy still loves you.
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Life in VA



I can’t believe that just a week ago I was living in my man Lance’s beach house in Barbados. I had plenty of money to burn on whatever I wanted—jewelry, clothes, anything. That may sound like the good life, but it wasn’t. I was hiding out in Barbados, on the run from the Feds, the Miami-Dade police, and my client, Haitian mob boss Sheldon Chisholm. The Feds and police were trying to pin a whole bunch of shit on me, including the murder of my best friend, Maria, who was a DEA agent, and the murder of my housekeeper. And Sheldon wanted my head for promising him an acquittal and dropping the ball on his case. I’d been my firm’s most successful attorney, and I’d had dozens of police, court clerks, ADAs, judges, you name ’em, on my payroll, but someone got to them all, and my career took a serious hit.

When Lance got murdered outside a night club last week, I knew I couldn’t stay at his house in Barbados. I didn’t think his murder was random; I knew that whoever killed Maria and my housekeeper and got to the people on my payroll also killed Lance. That meant someone was on my trail.

Since the court had confiscated my passport, I used an illegal one to re-enter the US. My plan was to head to Virginia, where I had family, and lay low until I put together a plan to prove my innocence and get my old life back.


I’d crossed a lot of state lines to get to my father’s hometown in Virginia. During my travels, I picked up a newspaper in Texas that had my picture plastered across the cover. At that moment, my world stopped and I thought back on my life. Just a few months ago, I’d been a successful attorney in Miami with millionaire clients and an expensive appetite for the lavish lifestyle. I was at the top of the food chain. I was an unstoppable force with judges and DAs on my payroll. But then that all went up in smoke when I allowed greed and a cocaine addiction to take control of my life. Damn! I wished I could turn back the clock. But since I knew that was unrealistic, I folded the newspaper in half, stuffed it underneath my arm, and got the hell out of there really quick.

Instead of hopping on another flight, I rented a Toyota Highlander from Enterprise, stuffed all my things into the back of it, and drove the rest of the way to Virginia. It took me approximately twenty-two hours to get to my destination. Along the way, I prayed that my father’s people hadn’t heard about my brush with the law and the reward that they were offering. It had been a long time since we had been together, so I was like a stranger to them, which I’m sure would have made it easy for any one of them to turn me in. I knew what I had to do, and that was to keep my eyes and ears open. And the first time I sensed that something wasn’t right, I was going to haul ass without even looking back.

I was tired as hell when I finally arrived in Norfolk, so I stopped at the Marriott hotel downtown near Waterside Drive to get me some rest. It was around three in the afternoon, so I was able to wear my sunshades in front of the hotel clerk without looking suspicious. After I paid the man with cash, I headed up to my fifth floor room to unwind. I started to call my cousin Carmen right after I unpacked, but then I decided to wait until I got me a nap. So that’s what I did. But my rest didn’t last long. I got a call from the front desk asking me if I wanted concierge services, and after I told the woman on the other end that I wasn’t interested, I immediately hung up the phone. But for the life of me I could not go back to sleep. I looked at my watch and realized that it was a little after seven, so I got up from the bed and decided to make the call to my father’s family. The only number I had was the number to my father’s mother’s house. My grandmother has had that number for as long as I could remember, and it has never been disconnected. So, I figured that when I called her, I could get Carmen’s number and we could hook up.

The phone rang about four times before someone picked up. I hadn’t been in contact with my relatives in ages, so I didn’t know what anyone’s voice sounded like. I said hello and asked to speak with Mrs. Hattie.

“Can I ask who’s calling?” the woman asked.

“This is her granddaughter, Yoshi,” I replied.

“Wait a minute now. I know this ain’t my cousin Yoshi from New York.”

“Yes, I am the one,” I said, grinning.

“Oh, my God. I can’t believe it’s you.”

“Is this Carmen?”

“You damn right it’s Carmen. Who else would it be?”

I smiled. I’d almost forgotten how Carmen could be. “How have you been?”

“I’ve been doing okay. What about yourself?”

I couldn’t tell her the truth—that I was on the run. So I said, “Nothing has changed. I’m still a lawyer, winning case after case, trying to make a name for myself.”

“Wow! I remember when we were kids and we used to talk about how when we grew up we were going to be lawyers. But you were the only one who stuck with it. You must be living the life.”

“Trust me, Carmen, life as an attorney isn’t a bowl of fucking cherries. Girl, it’s a constant grind, doing a lot of research, staying on top of your paralegals to make sure they are doing their work, and then on top of that, you’ve got to make sure you keep away from psycho-ass clients. They will try to kill you.” I couldn’t help thinking back on the shit I went through in Miami with Haitian mob boss Sheldon Chisholm.

“Ahh, it couldn’t be that bad. Shit, I would love to have your life any day.”

“You can’t be doing that bad.”

“Yoshi, I am thirty plus, working as a fucking waitress at the IHOP on Twenty-first Street. I live with Grandma and I don’t have a car. Now tell me I am not in a fucked-up situation?”

Before I responded to her question, I thought about it and the answer was clear. She was in a fucked-up situation. Not as fucked-up as mine, but she was right behind me. I never would have pictured Carmen’s life to be like this. Before my father died, he and I used to visit his people during the summer. Back then, everyone thought Carmen was the smarter one. She was prettier, too. All the boys wanted her to be their girlfriend, and they never considered looking at me. I was an attractive little girl growing up, but the boys couldn’t get over the fact that my eyes were really chinky and I was bony as hell. Those little neighborhood bastards chose Carmen over me every single time because she had all the right curves and a really big butt. I wondered where those boys were now. Probably strung out on drugs, in jail on drug charges, or deployed over in Iraq, fighting a fucking war that Bush started. Whatever their status was right now, it sure wasn’t helping Carmen out, because the way she just laid out everything, shit was really messed up for her. I just hoped she didn’t try to come at me with her hands out because I was strapped. I only had enough money to last me until I could make my next power move.


Now don’t get me wrong. I’d help her as much as I could, but I would not purchase her a car, and I would not put her up in her own apartment, so she’d better not ask.

So instead of making any comments about her situation, I said, “You’re going to be all right.”

“Easy for you to say. You’re the big-time lawyer, living the life of a celebrity, and probably got a man with a lot of money, too.”

“No, I don’t. In my profession, you can’t keep a relationship because men are always intimidated by success. So for the most part I’ve been single.”

“So, what’s going on? Last time I heard, you’d gotten hired on to some big-time law firm, making seven figures a year.”

“Yes, that’s true. But I think I’ve gotten kind of burnt out with all the mind-numbing cases. It’s really hard trying to compete with other attorneys, especially when you’re trying to make partner in your firm. People don’t play fair. So anyway, I decided to get out of there for a while and take some time off.”

“So, what are you going to do?”

“I wanted to come and see you guys.”

“Come on and see us, because we ain’t going nowhere.”

“Well, give me thirty minutes and I’ll be there.”

“What do you mean, you’ll be here in thirty minutes? Where are you?” Carmen got excited.

“I’m in Norfolk at the Marriott hotel downtown.”

“Oh, my God! Are you serious?”

“Yes, I’m serious. So let’s get together so we can continue to catch up. I would love to see how everybody else is doing.”

“Are you driving?”

“Yes, I have a rental.”

“Okay. Well, you can come by the house and pick me up. That way you can see Grandma and the rest of the family.”

“Does Grandma still live in the same house from when we were kids?”


“Yep, she sure does. The house is blue now, but other than that, ain’t nothing changed but our ages.”

The thought of my grandmother still living in that old house made me cringe. I honestly couldn’t imagine anyone living there for as long as she had. I remembered back when I used to visit her how the floor would squeak because the hardwood flooring was old and had never been maintained. I also remembered her having wood paneling on her walls, space heaters in every room of the house during the winter months, and one big air conditioner in the living room during the summer months. Everybody used to pile up in that small-ass living room when it was hot. I just hoped conditions at that house had gotten at least a little bit better. Because if it had gotten any worse, then the house sure needed to be condemned.

“Okay,” I said. “I’ll be there in thirty.”

“Okay,” Carmen said; then we hung up.

It only took me about thirty-five minutes to hop in the shower and get dressed. I could not let on that I was a fugitive, so I slid on a pair of dark blue Chip & Pepper jeans, a black wool Max Mara turtleneck, and a pair of black Fendi riding boots. It was kind of nippy outside, so I also threw on a wool blazer with patches on the elbows. After making sure my weave looked straight, I headed out.







A Reunion I Will Never Forget



The distance from the hotel to my grandmother’s house was a total of seven miles. From the looks of it, a lot of things had indeed changed since I last visited. I saw that several new high-rise developments had gone up, while a lot of the low-income housing projects had been torn down. I figured that was a good thing. But then while I was driving down Church Street toward Huntersville, where my family grew up, I noticed that some of the houses seemed to be condemned. I wasn’t really liking this setup at all because the farther I drove into the neighborhood, the more ravaged it became. To make matters worse, there were at least five bums or drug addicts on every corner. The neighborhood’s small-time drug pushers weren’t too far away from them, so there was no question that there were hand to hand deals in the works. I wanted so badly to turn around and go back the way I came, but I figured that being among my people would probably be the only way I could stay clear of the police. No one around here looked like they’d watched the news in a very long time, so I was sure they wouldn’t recognize me.

Continuing my journey to my grandmother’s house, I drove one more block and made a right turn on Washington Avenue. When I finally pulled up in front of the house, I looked up and realized that it was exactly how I remembered it, except the vinyl siding was blue instead of white, and the front porch was packed with living room furniture instead of your normal outdoor furniture. I was sure that old cloth fabric sofa and love seat were filled with mold and mildew from the rain and outside moisture. I knew for sure that I wouldn’t be sitting on that godforsaken looking thing. After surveying the front of the house, I realized I was going to keep my visit here short and carry my ass back to my hotel. So much for hiding out in the hood.

As soon as I got out of the truck and closed the door behind me, the front door to the house opened and Carmen ran onto the porch. “Oh, my God! I can’t believe it’s you.” She smiled and raced toward me.

We embraced each other and then I pulled back so I could get a good look at her. Sorry to say, I wasn’t too impressed with how Carmen was looking. She wasn’t pretty like she used to be. She used to have beautiful skin and long, healthy-looking hair. Now, her skin looked stressed, she had bags under her eyes, and she looked like she needed Botox. Her figure was the same, although she had put on a few pounds, but somehow or other she looked like she was at least ten years older than me. And her taste in clothing was at least five years behind the times. She wore this old, red, hideous Enyce velour sweat suit with lint balls covering the entire jacket. The Reebok sneakers she had on looked a little better than the sweat suit, but not by much. Her hair was combed back into a ponytail, but the edges near her scalp sent a clear message that she needed a relaxer ASAP. I wanted to be the one to tell her, but it was too early in the game for me to be giving her advice without her taking it personal. I did not want us to fall out over my critique of her appearance within the first five minutes of us reuniting. So, I smiled and said, “I can’t believe it’s you either. You definitely look the same, just with a little bit of weight on.”


“That’s all the good cooking. Grandma be putting it down in the kitchen with all the fried chicken, meat loaves, collard greens, and macaroni and cheese. I can’t ever get enough.”

“I can tell.”

“You look good, too,” she said as she circled around me to check me out.

I smiled. “Thanks,” I said, then I threw my Prada handbag over my shoulder as if to say, “Let’s proceed into the house, please.”

Apparently she got the hint, because not even a second later she grabbed onto my arm and said, “Come on in the house.”

We treaded over the porch’s weak wooden planks and then went inside. Carmen walked ahead of me and led me straight to the back room, which was where everyone hung out. It was like the meeting room for the family. Along the way, I looked at the pictures that hung on the walls. I saw a few photos of my father from when he was younger and a couple of photos of myself. My God, things had definitely changed. I looked like an innocent little girl then, with my two long pigtails. But look at me now. Who would have ever thought that I would have turned out the way I am today?

My grandmother was sitting in a recliner facing the television when I walked into the room. I would bet every dime I had stashed away that she was seventy-two years old, but she looked like she was every bit of fifty-five to sixty. She had not aged one bit. She kind of reminded me of Martin Lawrence’s Big Momma character from the movie Big Momma’s House. When she saw me, she smiled and said, “I see you’re not a little girl anymore. Come on over and give me a hug.”

I leaned over and hugged her. “How have you been?” I asked after I stood back up.

“I’ve been doing fine. Now, take a seat,” she instructed me, and pointed to the sofa next to her.


I sat on the sofa and crossed my legs while Carmen took a seat next to me. Both of these women seemed like they were very happy to see me. “I see you haven’t changed a thing around here. This house looks just like it did back when I was a little girl,” I commented, looking around the room. It wasn’t a compliment.

“Honey, please. This house looks a mess now,” she replied, and threw her hands up to wave me off. “Over the past eight or nine years, my family has put a hand or two into tearing this house down. I would have never thought my house would look like this one day. If your granddaddy was alive right now, there wouldn’t be a soul living in here and this house would look like it did the day we bought it. But since I am here by myself to fight off all these demons everybody in here has, I’ve allowed them to come in here and tear down what your granddaddy built. I’ve been trying to keep all my kids from coming back in my home for years, but they don’t listen. They all get out there in those streets and get on those drugs and forget all about they got bills. And when they get kicked out their houses, where do you think they come? Here. And their trifling tails don’t ever offer me any money. And on top of that, they come up in here and steal me blind,” she continued, with a disgusted look on her face.

“Wow! It sure sounds like you’ve got a lot on your plate.” I couldn’t believe it. She deserved better.

“Honey, let’s just put it like this. Grandma Hattie got more drama than your mama,” she said with a smile. Better her than me.

“So, who’s staying here with you besides Carmen?”

“Carmen’s mama, Sandra, and her little sister, Rachael.”

“How long have they been living here?” I asked.

“For about six months now. But before they moved back in here, your uncle Reginald was sleeping on that sofa you’re sitting on for three years. I just put his butt out a couple of weeks ago because he kept bringing those nasty drug addict women in here all times of the night so he can sleep with them.”

“Oh, my God! That’s awful.”

“Child, you ain’t seen nothing. Be around here longer than a week and you gon’ see what Grandma Hattie be going through.”

“You need to get out of here and go on a vacation.”

“I sure do, but I can’t go nowhere and leave my house.”

“Why not?”

“Because I might not have a house when I come back. I would bet every penny I’ve got saved up in my pickle jar back there in my closet that if I left this house for more than two days, I’d probably come back and this place would be burned down to the ground. Or it would be empty from Sandra trying to sell everything out of here.”

“Why would she do that?”

“To support her drug habit. What else?”

“Are you serious?”

“Grandma don’t be doing no lying. That’s one thing you’re going to learn about her,” Carmen blurted out.

“What is Sandra’s drug of choice?”

“She’s on that heroin stuff. And that mess got her looking really bad, too. You should see her; she does not look like the daughter I once had. She looks like a total stranger to me, especially since her face is all sunk in and she done lost all that weight.”

“I am so sorry to hear that.”

“Honey, all we can do is pray for her because she ain’t gon’ stop running them streets until something powerful stops her in her tracks.”

I really didn’t know what else to say about that situation with Carmen’s mother. I mean, who was I to pass judgment? I was a recovering cokehead myself. Thankfully, I had not gotten as bad as my Aunt Sandra, but the fact that I’d used drugs still lingered in my mind. So I decided to leave that subject alone.

Right before I was about to extend a dinner invitation to Carmen and Grandma Hattie, I heard what sounded like the front door to the house bursting wide open and the doorknob tearing a hole into the wall it smashed into. The shit scared the hell out of me, and the very first thought that popped into my head was that my time of freedom was up and in the next few seconds I was going to be handcuffed and hauled downtown to Norfolk city jail until an extradition order was processed for me to be sent back to Florida. As I sat there and waited for my fate, my mind was telling me to stand to my feet and jump through the window behind me, but my feet wouldn’t move. I was completely numb. And the fact that my heart was about to leap through my chest made my situation feel even worse. I closed my eyes.

I heard my grandmother and Carmen jump to their feet. “What in the world…?” my grandmother said, then her words faded out. Two seconds later, I heard loud thumping noises in the hallway, heading toward where we were sitting. There were at least two or three sets of running patterns going on at the same time. Then I heard a woman scream and a man’s voice saying, “Bitch, you gon’ die this time!”

I opened my eyes, and to my surprise, I witnessed my Aunt Sandra being tossed up against the wall near the entrance of the den area where we were, staring down the barrel of a .357 Magnum. Tears were pouring down her face while she pleaded for her life. I honestly couldn’t believe my fucking eyes. This young-looking street thug, who looked like he wasn’t more than twenty-one years old, seriously had some balls running up in here like this. I sat back in awe and watched the whole scene as it unfolded.


“What in the world is going on?” my grandmother cried out.

“This bitch gave me some fake money for my dope! And this is the second time she done did this shit, too!” he roared, still pointing the pistol at Sandra’s temple.

Grandma Hattie snapped out, “How much does she owe you?” while she dug inside the secret compartment of her bra.

“Forty dollars,” he said.

“Please don’t kill her. I’ll give you the money,” she pleaded, and then pulled out several five-dollar and ten-dollar bills. After she counted it to make sure it was the correct amount, she handed it to the guy.

He took the money and counted it to make sure it was all there, then mashed Sandra in her face really hard, sending her straight to the floor. “Next time ain’t nobody gon’ be able to save you,” he warned her, and then he exited the house.

I stood there in complete fear, not knowing what to say or what in the hell to do. I did know that this was too much fucking drama for me and that I needed to get out of there and go back to my hotel. I was starting to think that coming to Virginia was the wrong thing to do. I mean, I thought the niggas back in Miami were crazy. But now I saw these motherfuckers here weren’t playing with a full deck. Here they had the balls to run up in your house with a gun in their hand and threaten to kill your loved one behind forty dollars. I didn’t know what that guy was going through before Aunt Sandra tried to play him, but whatever it was, it was serious. In all my years, I had never seen anything like this—and I used to live in New York. Maybe since we were in a recession, people were becoming more and more hard up. I just hoped for Sandra’s sake that she didn’t try that shit again, because homeboy already told her that if she did, she was going to be a goner.


After what I had just experienced, I really wanted to get out of there. I jumped to my feet to leave, but I got sidetracked when Carmen’s little sister, Rachael, walked in the house. As soon as she turned the corner and entered the den, she looked at me and smiled. She was unbelievably beautiful. She looked just like Raven-Symoné from the hit television show That’s So Raven, but she was not as chunky. She looked like she was at least five foot eight, which meant she was one inch taller than I was. She wore her hair long, and from the two different textures, it didn’t take me long to figure out that she wore extensions. Her attire was pretty much that of a young hip-hop video chick. It was evident that she was up on the latest fashion because she was sporting an entire ensemble by Ralph Lauren.

“What the hell just happened? And why is Mama lying on the floor looking stupid?” Rachael asked.

“Your mama tried to beat one of Maceo’s boys for some drugs,” Carmen explained.

Rachael looked back at her mother and said, “You ain’t tired of getting beat up?”

Aunt Sandra didn’t respond. She continued to lie there on the floor, acting as if she was in major pain.

“Leave her alone, Rachael, and come on over here and meet your long-lost cousin, Yoshi,” Grandma Hattie said.

Rachael turned back in my direction and smiled. She took two steps toward me with her arms extended. We embraced one another.

“You are so pretty,” I said.

“You are too,” she replied.

“Thank you, sweetie!”

“You’re welcome.”

“Hey, listen, I would love to chat with you and Carmen, pick your brain about how life is treating you, but I’m gonna have to run.”


“Okay, we can talk later.”

“Sounds good,” I told her, and then I turned toward Grandma Hattie. I kissed her on the cheek. “I am glad to see you, too,” I told her, pulling back from her so I could leave.

She apologized to me at least ten times. “Grandma, you don’t have to keep apologizing,” I insisted. “What just happened was completely beyond your control. So stop beating yourself up behind it.”

She hugged me. “I know this wasn’t the best homecoming, but we are all glad to see you.”

“The feeling is mutual,” I said, and then I turned to leave.







Trying to Regroup



My grandmother walked Carmen and me to the front door, while Rachael followed behind. When we stepped out onto the porch, Grandma gave me another hug. I sensed that she didn’t want me to leave, but there was no way in hell I was going to sit in there another minute. My nerves would not have allowed it, so I kissed her once again and slid her a couple hundred dollars after she mentioned she didn’t have the money to get her front door fixed.

I didn’t say a word to my Aunt Sandra. I was too disgusted with her ass to even part my lips to curse her out. With all that damn drama, she just caused some serious damage to my grandmother’s home and damn near gave me a heart attack, so I looked the other way when I passed her. Carmen, on the other hand, looked at her and told her how stupid she looked lying on the floor. She even nudged her with her foot and told her to get her dope fiend ass off the floor. Aunt Sandra just yelled out and told Carmen to leave her alone.

When I reached inside my handbag to get out the keys to the truck, Carmen poured a little guilt trip on me about the fact that I was running off so fast. She suggested that we at least needed to hang out and get a bite to eat or something so we could catch up a bit.


“What about Grandma?” I asked. “Wouldn’t she feel safer if someone was here with her until she got someone to come by and fix her front door?”

“Grandma is all right. This ain’t the first time her front door got knocked off the hinges.”

“You have got to be kidding me!” I commented, shocked by Carmen’s words.

“Nah, cousin, I’m dead serious. The police bust it down about a couple of months ago looking for Rachael’s boyfriend.”

“That’s a lie!” Rachael blurted out. “They were looking for Rodney’s friend Calvin.”

“Well, did they get him?”

“Nope,” Carmen interjected. “And Grandma was pissed, too. But what was even worse was the city refused to pay for the damages. So she ended up getting Uncle Reginald to come around here to fix it himself, which he finally did. Come to think about it, he’s probably on his way now.”

“Think we should wait and see if he comes? I mean, we can’t just leave her standing there with her front door dangling like that. What if somebody tries to go in there to rob her?”

Before Carmen got a chance to answer me, my grandmother walked to the edge of the front porch and smiled at us. “Why y’all standing there looking like y’all don’t know what to do?” she asked.

“I’m just wondering if you’re going to be all right with your door like that,” I answered.

“Oh, honey, don’t you worry about me. I’m gon’ call my son Reginald to come on over to fix it. He’s probably around the corner somewhere. It’ll be fixed shortly.”

“I told you she was fine,” Carmen insisted. “Uncle Reginald is right around the corner at the bootlegger’s house getting him a couple shots of whiskey. So, as soon as Grandma goes back in the house and picks up that phone to call him, he’s going to be right here.”

“Carmen’s right,” Rachael said.

“What are you going to do in the meantime?” I asked Grandma, ignoring what Carmen and Rachael had just said.

“I’m gonna run in the house and get my cordless phone and come back here on this porch.”

“Grandma Hattie, don’t you think it’s too chilly out here for you to be waiting around for Uncle Reginald? Your best bet is to wait inside before you mess around and catch a cold.”

“Sweetie, I’m gon’ be fine. Now you go ahead and get out of here before it gets too late.”

“I’m gonna hop in the truck with her and show her around town for about an hour,” Carmen said as she circled to the front passenger side.

“Well, you girls go on and have fun.”

“All right,” Carmen replied, and climbed into the passenger seat. I, on the other hand, was still uneasy about leaving my grandmother under the circumstances. But what else could I do? She was adamant about me leaving, assuring me that she would be all right since my uncle would be pulling up at any moment.

When Carmen and I both closed the doors behind us, Rachael asked, “Can you drop me off at my best friend’s house? It’s not far,” then hopped in the backseat. I turned the key in the ignition, said good-bye to Grandma, and sped off.

As we traveled down one of the many one-way streets in Huntersville, Carmen sat back in her seat and started pointing out all the drug dealers she knew. A few of them looked like pure shit. Low budget thugs wearing colorful embroidery with the name Coogi plastered all over their attire. The shit looked ridiculous to me, but Carmen thought they looked like big-time celebrities. “Yoshi, look over to your left. The guy with the black leather jacket and the black skully on his head. That’s Hard Boy. Chicks be going crazy over that nigga.”

“Why?” I asked with utter disgust.

“Because he drives a BMW and he’s got plenty of money. Not only that, look at him. He’s cute as hell and he’s big as a motherfucker! Chicks from around here love cats who are big and tall. That shit is a turn-on.”

I slowed down to get a better look at him. I tried desperately to see what it was she saw, but I couldn’t. He was not my type, though he was kind of handsome. That was as far as I would take it.

Moving along, we passed by a few more clowns wearing the colorful Coogi label. I guessed that was the going trend for these young guys. And what was so funny to me was that they thought they were clean, parading around on the block twirling their dope for some cash. I laughed to myself because it felt like I was watching a circus.

During the drive, I had a chance to break the ice with Rachael. She was a very impressionable young lady, so I attempted to get inside her head before she got out of my truck. “How is school coming along?” I asked.

“It’s okay. I’m in my last year and I can’t wait until it’s over.”

“How does it feel to be a senior?”

“It feels good.”

“So, what are your plans after graduation?”

“Well, I’m not sure,” she said, and then she paused. “I mean, I might attend TCC and take a couple of general courses until I make my mind up. And then again, I may end up joining the military.”

“That might be your best bet right now, since the economy is screwed up.”

“I keep telling her the same thing,” Carmen interjected.


“You better listen to your sister because she’s telling you some good stuff. It’s really hard out there and a lot of companies aren’t hiring right now. So, you are definitely going to need to come up with a good plan, and do it now.”

“I am,” she replied nonchalantly.

“Your boyfriend’s name is Rodney, huh?”

She smiled and said, “Yes.”

“How long have you guys been together?”

“It’ll be a year next month.”

“How old is he?”

“Nineteen.”

“Is he out of school?”

“Yep.”

“So he graduated?”

“No, he got kicked out like a month after we started going out.”

“What’s he doing now?”

“Out here on these streets selling drugs,” Carmen interjected.

“Carmen, you don’t know what Rodney does. He just be out there hanging out with his friends.”

“That’s a lie, Rachael, and you know it.”

“Don’t listen to her. She doesn’t know what she’s talking about.”

“Oh, I know what I’m talking about. And the police do too. That’s why they always got him hemmed up against a building—so they can search him. They know he’s out here making plucks. They ain’t stupid!”

“Stop it, Carmen, and please mind your business. Yoshi was talking to me.”

“Look, baby sis, I’m just telling you some good shit because I am tired of you wasting your time with him. He is a high school dropout. He is a drug dealer and he’s disrespectful to you. You need to wake up and smell the coffee and realize that that boy ain’t no good for you.”

“Carmen, you know you ain’t never heard Rodney disrespect me, so why you gon’ say that?”

“Yes, I have.”

“Now why you gon’ tell that damn lie? You know you ain’t never heard that boy say something slick out of his mouth to me.”

“Cut it out, Rachael, because you know I did. Don’t let me put you out on front street!”

I spoke up. “All right, ladies, there’s no need for arguing.”

“I’m not arguing with her. I’m just trying to open up her damn eyes so she won’t end up like me.”

“Oh, that’ll never happen,” Rachael replied sarcastically.

“Never say never,” Carmen fired back.

“Yeah, whatever!” Rachael sighed, then took her focus off Carmen. “Can you drop me off at this next corner?”

I said, “Sure,” and pulled over to the curb. We were at the corner of A Avenue and Church Street.

Rachael got out of the truck and closed the door. “Thank you for giving me a lift.”

“No problem,” I told her. “So, when am I going to see you again?” I asked her.

“Well, I’m not going to be at my best friend’s house long. I just came over here to get a pair of shoes I lent her a few days ago and then I’m gonna go back to the house. So, I guess I’ll see y’all when y’all come back.”

“Okay, so we’ll talk more then,” I replied, then pulled off.

“You are wasting your time if you think she’s going to listen to you. She doesn’t take anyone’s advice, especially when it comes to that boyfriend of hers. That guy has got her wrapped around his finger. He can do whatever is it he wants to do and she won’t do anything about it.”


“It’s her life. All you can do is let her make her own mistakes so she can learn from them.”

Carmen sighed. “I know.”

When we exited the Huntersville neighborhood and made a left turn onto Church Street, Carmen suggested that we get a bite to eat at this local eatery called Kincaid’s. She said a lot of guys hung out there. And even though I wasn’t in the mood to catch the eyes of any of the cats in the area, I said okay.

After we pulled up to the front of the restaurant, which was located on the bottom floor of the MacArthur mall, we hopped out of the car for the valet service.

Carmen chuckled. “I like this shit here!” she commented.

“What are you talking about?” I asked, after the valet attendant handed me my ticket.

“I’m talking about this valet shit! I’ve never been with somebody and they let somebody else park their car. Everybody I hang out with drives up in the garage and parks their own shit, so they can save some money.”

I raised my eyebrows and said, “You have got to be kidding.”

“No, I’m not.”

“Well, you need to change your circle of friends.”

“Grandma Hattie tells me the same thing all the time,” she replied as we entered the mall. She led the way and I followed as she made a left turn to enter the restaurant. The hostess greeted us at the entrance, then she led us to our table. While we were taking our seats, the hostess placed two menus in front of us and said, “Your waitress will be with you shortly.” The moment she walked off, Carmen started blabbing out the mouth about how this place was the hot spot. I glanced at the menu and then I looked around the entire restaurant and wondered if she was making a joke. Don’t get me wrong, the place was nice and cozy, but it wasn’t a five-star like I was used to. But I figured I had to make the best of it.

Finally, our waitress joined us and took our order. Carmen ordered crab cakes and fried shrimp. I decided to try a bowl of she-crab soup along with a side order of fried shrimp. While we waited for our order, I got the waitress to bring us both a glass of sangria. Carmen gulped her glass down in three swallows. I looked at her ass like she was losing her damn mind. “Carmen, we’re in a restaurant, and that is not a glass of fucking Kool-Aid. You’re acting like a pure slush.” I paused as Carmen let out a disgusting belch and gestured to our waitress to bring her another glass. “Carmen, did you hear me? We are in a restaurant, not a redneck sports bar.”

“I know that,” she interjected.

“I don’t think you do, because women are not supposed to belch out loud like you just did. That type of behavior is repulsive, and whether you know it or not, you just embarrassed the hell out of me.”

Looking dumbfounded as hell, Carmen apologized as her face turned red. “Oh, my God! I am so sorry. Please forgive me, Yoshi. I never want to embarrass you. Oh, my God! Was I that bad?”

I sat back in my chair. “Yes, you were. Please don’t let that happen again.”

“Oh, I won’t. And like I said, I am sorry. I mean, me and my girlfriends do that all the time and no one ever said anything to us about it.”

“Well, like I said before, you need to get yourself a new set of friends because those type people aren’t going to get you anywhere.”

“It’s funny that you say that, because my girl Foxy is ghetto as all outdoors. She and I be fussing all the time about how trifling she is and about all the stupid-ass niggas she be fucking with. She got two kids by two different niggas and they be treating her like shit. They don’t take care of her kids and then on top of that, she’s fucking around with this cat named J.R., who just whipped her ass after she confronted him for giving her a damn STD. Now tell me that ain’t some sick shit?”

“Is she still with him?”

“Yep.”

“Well yes, that is some sick shit!”

Carmen burst into laughter, but I was serious as hell. She went on to say that she had more friends like Foxy, but I made it perfectly clear that I wasn’t interested in hearing any more of that foolishness. We started talking about the family. Her mother, Sandra, was the main topic I wanted to jump on and I made it known.

“How long has your mother been on drugs?” I asked.

Carmen sighed heavily and said, “It’s been so long, I done lost track of time. Let’s just say I remember being in junior high and she came up to my school to have a conference with my principal and after the meeting, she asked the man if she could borrow five dollars. Girl, my mouth fell wide open. I was so fucking embarrassed.”

“What did you do?”

“All I could do was hang my head down.”

“Oh, my God! What did your principal say?”

“He looked at her like she was crazy and told her he couldn’t do it. So, she sat there with this stupid-looking expression, until he told her she had to go because he had to meet with another parent.”

“Wow! That’s crazy! I know you wanted to just disappear into thin air, huh?”

“I sure did. I’m just glad he shut her ass down and sent her flying out of his office, because I was so angry with her. She never did that bullshit again.” Carmen took a sip of the second glass of wine.


After she swallowed what beverage she had in her mouth, she cleared her throat. And turned her attention to the entrance of the restaurant. I turned around, too.

“It seems like every time I see that nigga he’s got a new chick.”

“Who is that?” I asked, looking directly at this six-foot-three Black guy who had to be knocking on the door of three hundred pounds. He put me in the mind of Suge Knight, but he was darker in complexion. He wore his hair in a perfectly cut ceasar with long sideburns and a goatee. He was somewhat handsome and I must admit that he dressed the part as well. Sporting a brown leather jacket, a black Burberry polo shirt, black denim jeans, and a pair of brown ACG boots, he took the lead and followed the hostess while his date followed him. She, on the other hand, was an average-looking chick. A little over five-foot-five, she had brown skin and a ton of blond and auburn deep waved hair extensions attached to her head. She wore a short black leather jacket and a black fitted sweater dress that came down two inches above her knees, but it clung to her body like it was spandex. She also wore black spandex leggings and topped the whole ensemble off with a pair of black thigh-high boots with a three-inch heel. If you’d asked me, I’d tell you that she was a hooker because that’s how she carried herself.

While Carmen and I gawked at these two temporary lovebirds, Carmen ran down the history of this cat. She gave me an earful and she definitely had my undivided attention. “That’s the infamous Sean Barnes. He’s got everybody around the way calling him Maceo. He runs all the blocks in my neighborhood. Everybody you saw hustling out there on them corners works for him. And when I tell you that niggas don’t fuck around with him or his money, believe me.”

“How old is he?”

“About thirty-one or thirty-two.”


“So you mean to tell me that a thirty-something-year-old man put the fear of God in those young guys like that?”

“Yep, he sure did. And not only that, somebody told me that he’s got a couple of police from this city on his payroll, which is why he can’t be touched.”

“That ain’t hard to do,” I muttered underneath my breath.

“Whatcha say?”

“Let’s just say I had a lot of people on my payroll. Everyone had a position to play and a purpose to serve. If they couldn’t make me any guarantees, they weren’t getting paid. It was just that simple,” I explained, taking a sip of my wine.

Carmen kept going on and on about how powerful this guy was and that he had an older brother who wasn’t as mean as he was. She even mapped out all the locations of his stash houses and drug spots. She emphasized that no one dared try to rob him because there would be heavy consequences due to the fact that he was a fucking mental case. I just sat and listened to the nonsense. I was not at all impressed by that wannabe. I was not fazed by his three-hundred-dollar leather jacket and the many women he’d been seen with or the fact that he had a couple of local cops on his payroll. He was a peon in my eyes; he had absolutely no clue what real money and power was, like I did. All the men I’d ever dealt with were millionaires and they knew how to carry themselves. He had a lot to learn.

“Girl, look at him. Ain’t he fine?” she continued, lust pouring from her eyes.

“He’s okay,” I replied nonchalantly.

“Come on now, Yoshi. Look at him. That nigga is fine!”

“I just looked at him,” I assured her, turning my attention back to her. “And to me he looks okay.”

“Well, I think he’s sexy and fly as hell!”

“Well, if you think he’s all that, then why don’t you try and slide him your number?”


“Been there, done that already.”

I burst into laughter. “You mean to tell me you’ve already been out with that guy?”

Carmen smiled. “Yes, I have. And I had the pleasure of fucking him, too.”

“How long ago was this?”

“About a year ago.”

“Well, damn! That was a quick courtship!”

“Girl, please! What courtship? That nigga took me out to dinner one night and then we ended up at the fucking Extended Stay out Virginia Beach off Independence Boulevard and that was the end of it.”

“So you’re saying it was basically a one-night stand?”

“Exactly! The motherfucker played me!”

“Well, if you feel like that, then why are you praising his ass like he’s God or something? You should be throwing dots at his ass right now.”

Carmen smiled. “I should, shouldn’t I?”

“Yeah, you should.”

Carmen continued to smile and gave every excuse in the world why that Maceo character was still cool with her. I listened to her until I couldn’t bear the conversation anymore and then I got up from the table. I told her I was going to the ladies room to tinkle, but truth be told, I had to get the hell away from her ass. She was wracking my brains with that bullshit. I hated hearing women make excuses for men. That shit drove me crazy! And sooner than later, I’d have to let it be known.

When I returned to our table, our food was there, so I dug into it immediately. Carmen sunk her teeth into her entrée as well. We both devoured our food in record-breaking time. Afterward, I paid our tab and tipped our waitress and then we headed for the door. On our way out, Carmen broke her neck to speak to homeboy. I was so upset with her for doing that. But what made me even madder was that he refused to speak back. Instead, he looked at her ass like she was crazy. I started to say something to him, but I held my tongue and snatched her by her left arm and told her to bring her ass on. “It was going to kill you not to speak to him, huh?”

“I just wanted him to see me,” she answered.

“But for what? He’s a loser. Can’t you see that?”

“He may be a loser to you because you’re so used to dating those rich guys from Miami, but Maceo and his brother are like the cream of the crop around here. And every chick around here would die to be in his company.”

I sighed in disgust. “I am truly sorry to hear that,” I replied, then walked out of the restaurant and headed straight to the valet service area. I figured it was pointless to continue talking to Carmen about that fake-ass baller back in the restaurant. It was clear that she wasn’t used to anything better, so why pound it in her head that she could do better? Bearing the thought that I had some silly-ass relatives began to bring on a headache, so I knew it was time to head back to my hotel room and retire for the night.

As soon as we got into the truck, Carmen asked, “Why are you so hard on men?”

“I’m not hard. I just don’t like the ones who got a lot of shit with them.”

“But you don’t know Maceo, so how can you say he’s full of shit?”

“Wait a minute, are you sticking up for that loser back there?”

“No. All I am saying is that you don’t know him to be saying that. He is really a cool person once you get to know him.”

“Look, Carmen, I hate to be the one to rain down on your parade, but I don’t have to know that guy back there to say he’s a loser. Remember, you are the one who told me that he played you into having a one-night stand with him. And then on top of that, he just saw you in public and didn’t even acknowledge you. Now you want to tell me that he’s a cool person. Are you that in denial about who this guy really is?”

“No, I’m just saying that right before we had sex, he was really nice to me. He took me out to eat and we laughed the whole entire night.”

“Yeah, you just didn’t know he was setting you up the whole time.”

“That may be true. But I did have a nice time with him. So, I wished things could’ve been a little different.”

“But they were’t. So snap out of it. There are more men out there who will appreciate and treat you right. Now get off that low self-esteem trip and get with it.”

Carmen smiled. “How come you don’t have a man?”

“Because they are draining.”

“Draining how?”

“It’s kind of complicated. But I will say that relationships take a lot of hard work and sometimes the person you are with doesn’t want to work as hard as you to keep it alive. So, I’d just rather be by myself. That way I can eliminate all the drama.”

“Have you ever been married?”

“No.”

“What’s the longest you’ve been in a relationship?”

“Umm, I think it was two years.”

“Why did y’all break up?”

“Because he was an alcoholic and he cheated on me twice.”

“Were y’all living together?”

“No.”

“Did he ever try to get back with you?”

“Several times, but when he finally saw me out with another man, he knew that there was no coming back.”


“How long ago was this?”

“About seven years ago.”

“Have you been in a relationship since then?”

“Well, sort of. See, after my two-year relationship with Carlos, I laid low and did a few dates here and there, since I really didn’t want a commitment with the long hours of being an attorney and all. But not too long ago I dated one of my old clients and I must admit that I fell in love. It didn’t last long, though. But it was fun while it lasted.”

“What, he cheated on you, too?”

“No, he got killed.”

Carmen placed her hand over her mouth. “Oh, I am so sorry.”

“No, it’s okay. Lance was a good man. And he definitely knew how to treat me.”

“Would you have married him?”

“I’m not sure. But I would have seriously considered it if he’d asked.”

“Do you still think about him?”

“Of course I do. Every day.”

“How long has it been since that happened?”

“It’s been about a month now,” I lied. I couldn’t tell her that Lance was killed last week and that I was on the run.

Carmen looked at me really weird, as if a thought popped into her head. “Wait a minute…Is that the real reason why you came here? You wanted to get away to get over what happened to him?”

I hesitated for a second. What she had said made sense. I didn’t want to let on why I was really there, so I latched on to what she said and ran with it. It definitely sounded better than the truth.

We talked the rest of the way back to her house. I was glad I got to spend time with Carmen, even though some of the things she said annoyed me. Before she got out of the truck, she leaned over and gave me a great big hug. “I love you, girl!” she said, smiling.

“I love you, too, Carmen,” I replied. And after I told her that I loved her, I sat back and thought about it. Did I truly love her? Or was I saying it because she told me first? My heart was fighting with my emotions because of what I’d been through trying to love people. How could I love a cousin I hadn’t seen in more than a dozen years? Was it because she always had my back when we were children? Or was it because that was just the right thing to do?
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