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     “CARM, IS HE TALKING ABOUT YOU?”

     Nas’s insistent voice penetrated the fog in my head. I must have picked up the ringing telephone in my sleep. Had it awakened our daughter, Destiny, too?

     “What?” My bedside clock read midnight. It was 3 A.M. for Nas in New York. Uh-oh. Whatever prompted this call was troubling enough to keep him awake.

     “I keep hearing about this Memphis Bleek song with Jay-Z. It’s supposed to be about you.”

     The song was news to me, but at the mention of Shawn’s name my heart sank down to my stomach, which tightened into knots. I sat up in bed and tossed aside the silk comforter. With the movement the diamond on my left hand caught a silvery ray of moonlight. I took a deep breath and calmed down. Nas and I were finally getting married. This was no time to panic.

     “What song?” I asked, as neutrally as possible.

     “‘Is That Your Chick.’ Carm, it’s getting harder and harder for me to ignore the rumors about you and this dude—”

     “They are just rumors, Nas.” I put on what I hoped was a persuasively reasonable tone. “People talk. I put up with rumors about who you’re supposed to be with all the time. Foxy, Beyoncé, Mary J. Every week they’re saying it’s someone new. You’re just going to have to charge it to the game like I do.”

     Nas was silent. I could almost hear him balancing it out in his mind. On one side, there was my comforting explanation. A big part of him wanted to believe it. On the other hand, there was the growing weight of his suspicion. Nas wasn’t exactly buying my little speech, but he let things drop for the moment. We hung up and I lunged for the bathroom, where I was sick.

      

     Nas was very competitive in that he had two part-time jobs: he spent half his time talking up himself and the other half talking down others. In public, Nas tended to be more low-key and aloof than other entertainers. But at home, he was extremely opinionated and vocal about his peers’ artistic efforts. Even if he was cool with someone personally, Nas always had a raw comment about their music. For example: in my opinion, Foxy Brown is the most talented female MC. Most will agree Foxy wears the crown, hands down. Not Nas. “You could just throw a few ingredients in a bowl, stir, and come up with another Foxy,” he would rant. He had criticism of just about anyone. He would say Ja Rule was biting DMX’s style, or Fat Joe was corny. These reviews always led up to the same point: “There is no real talent out there.” The only lyricist Nas considered to be in his league was the late B.I.G. Nas’s battle with Jay-Z was as much one of words as of the heart. I’d started seeing Jay finally doing to Nas what he’d been doing to me for years.

     Nas and Jay-Z always had this bizarre competition. Nas would make comments to me like, “I don’t remember that nigga being no ill drug dealer.” In fact no one with any real credibility could confirm Jay-Z’s “back in the day” drug dealer/baller status. Exaggeration is standard in the music industry. But according to Nas, Jay-Z had no merit to his claims and not one defender.

     “Carm, this nigga Jay is so shallow,” Nas would say. “He’s a surface MC. He’s plastic on stage. That’s bad enough. But he doesn’t even know what he’s talking about. He hasn’t done half the shit he’s talking about in his rhymes. I don’t believe him. Period.”

     Still, I couldn’t imagine what might have motivated this “Is That Your Chick” song. Naturally Shawn would appear on Memphis Bleek’s single—a fellow artist on the Roc-A-Fella label. And the song certainly could have something to do with me. Throughout our clandestine relationship Shawn had made many references to me in his lyrics. But he had never said anything negative or explicit and had never used his relationship with me to taunt Nas.

     This was turning into an urban soap opera with me in a leading role as the femme fatale. I had to hear this Memphis Bleek song. After a few calls to friends in New York, I found someone to play the song for me over the phone. It went “How foul is she? And you wifed her” and talked about how he put the condom on “tighter.”

     At first I thought, Psss…I don’t know who Shawn’s referring to, but he damn sure ain’t talking about me! The lyrics were rather racy and described a type of liaison that was the exact opposite of our relationship.

     Shawn’s disparaging lyrics gave no indication of the solid friendship we’d shared over the years. Not to mention the fact that it took a good year before we even became lovers or that I had recently been pregnant by him—’cause he didn’t wear a condom at all, let alone tight enough.

     After listening to the song, it was evident that the record was designed to take a direct stab at Nas, making me a casualty of this ongoing and highly publicized strife.

     I tried to put things in perspective and take it like a hard-nosed realist, but I couldn’t feign callousness. Shawn’s actions were a complete disappointment. Instead of being hurt, I was enraged. I knew what I had to do before this thing went any further. I had to bring Nas up to speed. It was time to reveal the truth, once and for all.

     Throughout the next day, Nas gathered evidence that the song referred to me. That night he called back for another round of questions. As I quietly deflected them, I walked by Destiny’s room to make sure she was asleep, then headed downstairs. I walked down the stairs with the cordless phone to my ear, my forehead breaking out into a sweat. My heart was racing, my breathing became heavy and my stomach was in knots. I even said a quick little prayer and turned off all the lights as if darkness provided an escape.

     After some anxious pacing between the bathroom and kitchen, I ended up in front of my bathroom mirror, in darkness. My reflection was a vague silhouette, just barely visible. I was so tired of misrepresenting myself, of sneaking out, of lying and denying the truth. Of course, Nas had long done the same thing. It had been a rough and rocky nine years for us. But for all our drama, we were inextricably linked—we had a daughter and deep, deep history together. I couldn’t let Shawn belittle Nas as a man. Nas deserved to have a fighting chance.

     “Nas, it’s true.” My words tumbled out. “The rumors are true. I have been seeing Jay-Z.”

     “Carm, how could you?” Nas asked in disbelief. “Why that nigga? I can’t believe what you’re telling me right now.”

     “Nas, I’m sorry.” I choked out my apology as I started to cry. “I am so sorry.” I had always thought that when this day finally came I would feel vindicated. For so long I had craved the taste of bittersweet revenge. Nas would finally feel what I had felt over the years. But this was completely different. I felt horrible, not for my actions, but because I had hurt Nas and he was suffering from tremendous heartache. It just wasn’t what I’d envisioned.

     Nas was unmoved by my sobbing regret. He wanted details. “How long have you been fucking with this dude?”

     “It’s been a minute,” I answered. Even though I’d resolved to tell him everything, it took a while to get my courage up.

     “How long is a minute, Carm?”

     “Like five years.”

     
      “Five years! Five years, Carm? What the fuck is wrong with you? What were you thinking? You mean all this time I been hearing rumors about you and this nigga, brushing them off like, ‘Nah, not Carm. She may do her thing but she would never disrespect me like that…. Where did you meet this nigga at?”

     “We met at a club in the city. It started as a friendship. Was for a year before we slept together.”

     Nas sucked his teeth. “I don’t give a fuck if it took you ten years to sleep with him. You’re supposed to be my wife, that shit wasn’t supposed to happen, Carm! I don’t deserve this. I want to know everything! You ever been to his crib?”

     “Yes.”

     “You ever been to a hotel with him?”

     “No. We always hang out at his crib.”

     “Did you ever take my car to go see this nigga?” I thought to myself, What kind of question is that? But I continued to answer.

     “Uh huh.”

     These intimate details would give Nas enough material to spin some elaborately jealous story lines in his mind. Still, I had to answer the questions to prevent his imagination from getting the best of him. He would drive himself crazy with speculation if he didn’t have this chance to grill me.

     “Does he hold you at night?”

     “Yes.”

     He hesitated. I realized what he really wanted to ask. Guys may feign disinterest about the matter, but they’re all anxious to know: Is he bigger than me? For the moment Nas avoided the size question.

     “Did you go down on him?” he asked.

     “Once.”

     “Once, I don’t believe that! You’re such a fucking slut! I can’t believe you sucked that nigga’s dick, Carm. Come on, you’re gonna tell me you only did it once. You’re such a fucking liar.”

     “It’s true. You can ask him.”

     “What? Ask him? Carm, I’m gonna kill that nigga! I fucking hate you!”

     Nas hung up on me. I called back. He just kept screaming through his extensive vocabulary of derogative terms: I was a slut, a whore, a dirty bitch and more. He hung up, but then immediately called back, hoping to find some release in another diatribe. It had the opposite effect: Ranting only sustained his sense of violation, kept his feelings raw. We went back and forth with a few more rounds of confession and condemnation until he finally stopped answering the phone. Nas was done with me for the night. Maybe forever.

     I turned on the bathroom light and looked in the mirror, still crying. Tears seemed to be washing away my features, making an anonymous mask of my face. So I had finally confessed to Nas. I looked at myself a little more closely. It was time for me to get real with myself.

     I was crying tears of frustration. Shawn had stripped me of the opportunity to divulge our relationship in my own private way. I was mortified that Nas found out in such a public manner. But that’s the way it goes down in a love triangle, the unholiest of trinities.

     I stared in the mirror until I finally stopped crying, then washed away the residue of my tears. Facing the truth gave me a new clarity. Self-realization smoothed my forehead and conviction strengthened my jaw. I was naïve enough to believe the uncovering of my affair with Jay-Z would bring closure to my relationship with Nas. I was ready for it to end.

     But it wasn’t the end. In fact, it was only the beginning.

    

   


    
     CHAPTER 1

     
      
       In the Beginning
      
     

    

    
     IT’S ALWAYS THE SAME with beginnings. When I first met Nas, everything seemed possible. Everything was possible. It was early December 1992. I was twenty years old, looking for refuge from a troubling situation in New Haven, Connecticut. A quick trip back to Flushing, New York, would alleviate the building tension. My brother Van and our childhood friend Paulie, a.k.a. Large Professor, had taken over the lease at 7C, the very apartment we’d grown up in since middle school when we first moved to Flushing. My mother, whom we called Sha Sha, had recently moved in with my grandparents, now that they were getting older and could use the help. Van and Paulie had transformed the space into a bachelor pad/sound lab. They’d painted the walls chocolate brown, except for the kitchen, which was blue and psychedelic orange. The kitchen table was reincarnated as a turntable stand. Pots, pans, plates and silverware had been discarded. There was nothing cooking in that kitchen now but beats, considering they were both aspiring producers. Over in the corner a shopping cart overflowed with empty beer and soda bottles. Studio equipment dominated the apartment, with crates of records and clothes crammed in between. It was a budding producer’s dream pad.

     I didn’t exactly tell Van what was going on with my life in New Haven, or anyone for that matter, except that I needed to move back to New York. Without any questions or hesitation my brother offered me his bedroom. Typical Van! He was still the generous and caring person he had been growing up.

     On my second day home, Paulie pulled me aside. “There’s someone I want you to meet. He’s from Queensbridge, I’ve known him for a while and he’s cool.”

     “Not looking,” I told Paulie. My romantic life in Connecticut was already complicated enough, thank you. I definitely didn’t need another one of those.

     Later that day, by the time I got home from my cousin Felicia’s house, which was right across the street, I’d forgotten all about Paulie’s suggested set-up. There were four or five new faces in the apartment, though I could barely make them out in the smoky haze. They’d probably had blunts burning for hours. It was customary; everyone usually pooled in on a $25-an-hour cab and headed uptown to buy as much weed as possible. Usually they spent more on the transportation than the weed; with five or six guys passing, half the trees were gone by the time they were home. Weed pilgrimages were therefore a daily necessity. I wasn’t much of a smoker yet and just hoped there’d be no repeat of the previous night’s episode. Our doorman had come to the apartment to ask us to keep the noise down. “You might want to wedge that towel under the door a little tighter,” he’d added, sniffing the hallway.

     Paulie introduced everyone. As the only woman in the place, I was bound to attract attention. The most persistent of the bunch was this guy named Wiz. Wiz was cute but had the unfortunate conversational tic of ending every statement with a question: “You know what I’m sayin’?” It took every ounce of self-control to prevent myself from blurting, “No, I don’t know what you’re sayin’, so shut the fuck up already.” Wiz was cool so I wasn’t about to go there. My time-tested disassociation tactic was as useful as ever. As he talked, I gazed at his face in apparent interest and focused on the music until I’d tuned him out completely.

     While Wiz talked, I had the distinct impression someone was watching me with an intense, soul-piercing stare. I traced the gaze to the other side of the room where a guy leaned against the wall with one leg bent up under him. He was dressed in the standard uniform: Timberlands, baggy jeans and a hoodie. His posture was also basic: hood up, shoulders slumped, with both hands wedged inside his front middle pocket. But there was something very unique about this new character. His gaze seemed to take me in whole and his mysterious charisma carried across the room, giving me a charge.

     Wiz was still in my grill, but for all I heard he might as well have been miming at me. My attention was on the enigmatic guy across the room. It didn’t take long for him to approach.

     “What’s up? How you doin’. I’m Nas, Nasir.”

     So this was the mysterious friend of Paulie’s that I’d been hearing about. He was of average height and build. He pulled back his hood and I finally got a good look at him. A clear caramel complexion. A baby Afro, fine and curly, the kind you want to run your fingers through. His unique Arabic name suited him—this Nas character seemed to come from another place and time. There was something about this dude I was drawn to.

     “Hey, I’m Carm, nice to meet you.”

     The music had become too loud for conversation. And Nas certainly didn’t seem like the kind of guy who would shout to be heard.

     “I can barely hear myself think. Let’s go into the other room,” I suggested.

     Nas smiled his assent, revealing a set of lower gold teeth incrusted with red rubies. After relocating into the bedroom, Nas became struck with shyness and fell silent.

     “So, where are you from? Where do you live?” Somebody had to get the conversation rolling.

     “Queensbridge. You know where that’s at?” he mumbled.

     “No, not really.”

     “It’s in Long Island City, right before you get on the Fifty-Ninth Street Bridge. It’s cool.”

     “So, what school did you go to?”

     “I ain’t get to finish school. I dropped out in the eighth grade.”

     “My mother would’ve killed me if I hadn’t finished school.”

     Nas started to relax into the conversation. “My moms don’t worry much about it. She was too busy working, there was nothing she could really do, you know.”

     As we continued talking, I could see that Nas was way more than your average run-of-the-mill thug from the projects. He was laid back, quiet and very intriguing. He told me the usual stories about hustling as a teenager, but when he talked he always found an interesting way to say things. He was innately smart, high-IQ smart.

     “So, Carm, when we gonna go out?” he asked.

     I wanted to take it nice and slow with Nas. “Why don’t I bring a friend and we can double, maybe with your brother?”

     “My brother’s too young. My friend Will was my age, though.” His voice was breaking and he paused before he went on. “Will lived in the apartment above me and was like my brother. He was my first DJ. He made the first track I ever spit to.”

     “Is Will one of the dudes in the living room?” I asked. His demeanor took another shift. “Nah, Will is walking with the gods,” he replied.

     “What happened to him?” I asked gently.

     “Well, Will was messing with this chick and she had a man and when the dude found out that she was cheating on him he came to the projects looking for Will.”

     As Nas told me the story of how his best friend was murdered, I could see the pain in his eyes.

     “When he saw him, he just started bustin’ and shot Will in the back. My brother Jabari got hit too, in the leg. Me and my moms were in the crib and when we heard the shots, my moms screamed, ‘Jabari,’ like she knew my brother got hit.”

     “That’s fucked up.” I couldn’t imagine losing a best friend. It was obvious that this was still a fresh wound for Nas.

     We talked a little more. But if his eyes had seemed a little remote before, they were now absolutely empty. He was off alone, roaming distant deserts of grief. His monologue suddenly stopped.

     “Are you okay?”

     “Yeah, I’m alright, I just need to get some air. I’ll be back in a minute.”

     An hour passed and Nas still hadn’t returned, so I decided to go look for him. It was a freezing cold night and I had no idea where to even begin to look for this boy. When I found him, he was sitting in the park on the back of a bench with his feet on the seat. He was hunched over, elbows on knees, head in hands.

     “You okay?”

     Nas wiped away his tears when he heard me approaching, but his caramel cheeks were streaked with darker toffee-colored stains.

     “Yeah, I’m good.”

     It was a very personal moment and I didn’t want to invade his privacy, but I had to do something so I moved closer to Nas and put my hands on his thighs. With two fingers, I lifted his face up to mine and gave him the ghost of a kiss. Just that faint brush of the lips swelled my heart with feeling.

     It was a peculiar but romantic moment. Although I had promised myself that I was going to remain single, I was falling for Nasir Jones.

    

   


    
     CHAPTER 2

     
      
       Growing Pains
      
     

    

    
     I THINK I DEVELOPED my taste in men spending time with my father. As a little girl, I loved going to bars with my father in the late afternoon, when their languor seemed like a miracle. Just outside, traffic rushed by. But inside, there was the tranquility of clinking ice, mellow, natural light and muted conversations. Our visits were never consistent; however, I enjoyed every single moment of Papa Lenny’s time and attention. Being with him was always a real treat. When my dad was around, he took me everywhere with him. We didn’t participate in typical father/daughter activities like the park or the movies. Papa Lenny was straight hood, not that he was a drug dealer or hustler. He was more like a freelance criminal who simply enjoyed what he did. We did skirmishes on the boulevard, fried chicken wings and French fries at the Chinese restaurant and lots and lots of bars. This afternoon it was The Sir James on Merrick Boulevard in Queens.

     “The kid is in the house!” Papa Lenny shouted. Papa Lenny was very intriguing, adventurous, the life of any party—a true ghetto celeb. He always looked good, smelled good and always kept a fresh shape-up.

     Everyone in the bar turned to look at me: a seven-year-old in cornrow braids with red and white beads that matched my terry cloth romper. Enthusiastic shouts of love for Papa Lenny and me both. We walked along the bar through thickets of smoke. My father stopped to high-five some men playing cards, painted women nestled up against them. We took a seat in the back.

     “Gin and juice, baby,” Papa Lenny called up to the barmaid. He smiled over at me. “Bring me two of them.”

     I went along with his game, since I had no idea what I was drinking. I gagged and spit it out on the table. It was horrible.

     “You just had your first drink!” Papa Lenny exclaimed. He laughed and ordered me a Coke.

     We paid our respects to the barmaid on our way out. “Bring her back again soon,” she said to Papa Lenny. “She’s such a cute little thing.”

     “I’ll see you later,” Papa Lenny said, laying a long kiss on her. I knew better than to mention our cocktail hour to Sha Sha or I might not see Papa Lenny again for a long time.

     My parents met in the second grade in Brooklyn, New York. When my mother turned fourteen, her parents decided to move the family of five to St. Albans, a prominent neighborhood in Jamaica, Queens, with a diverse makeup of blue collar workers, musicians, doctors and lawyers. It was the perfect place to raise a family. After she graduated from college my mother’s brief marriage to my brother’s father dissolved. Papa Lenny’s family coincidentally relocated to the same neighborhood a few years later. Inevitably my parents bumped heads and the reunion soon developed into a loving relationship.

     Papa Lenny came from a good and hardworking family; however, he had adapted to a lifestyle that included crime, violence and substance abuse. Sha Sha was oblivious to the fact that my father enjoyed and prided himself on being a freelance criminal. But when the wheels of love are in motion, there are no more rules. After dating for several weeks Sha Sha became pregnant. Although the pregnancy wasn’t planned, Sha Sha believed that it was a blessing considering that she was on birth control.

     On December 23, two days after I was born, Papa Lenny and his friends arrived at the hospital pissy drunk, reeking of whiskey and cigarette smoke, with the intention of giving us a ride home. Papa Lenny had been celebrating the birth of his only child for the past two days. The truth is, Papa Lenny didn’t need an excuse to drink, he was an alcoholic. He and his friends rented a U-Haul and stashed a few wooden chairs and a radio in the back. Needless to say, Sha Sha refused to leave with him and his cronies, so they eventually left. The next day, the same hospital that we had just been discharged from was now calling to inform my grandparents that Papa Lenny had been in a terrible car accident. My father lost two friends and came extremely close to losing his own life. After breaking just about every bone in his body, Papa Lenny went through eighteen months of recovery and rehabilitation. But nothing could put a cap on my dad!

     Sha Sha left Papa Lenny when I was four. By this time, his drinking habit had worsened and the physical and mental abuse was entirely unbearable. He had a hard time letting us go and adjusting to life without us, and would often show up at Sha Sha’s place of business unannounced and inebriated, and cause a scene. Even then I knew he was just confused about how to love us. Besides, I could never hold a grudge against someone who was so much fun and had so much style. But he was in and out of prison so it was very difficult to keep in touch. Writing and sending my father letters became a weekly ritual. I cherished his return letters, especially the ones with hand-drawn pictures of flowers, clowns and teddy bears.

     When Sha Sha left Papa Lenny, we moved in with my grandparents in St. Albans. There was plenty of room for us in their four-bedroom house, which had a huge living room, dining room, full basement and backyard.

     It was cool at Grandma’s, but like most little girls, I wanted to be with my mother every single moment. It was next to impossible because Sha Sha had two jobs and went to school part-time. Sha Sha is very ambitious, focused and brilliant, not to mention gorgeous, with an hourglass figure that brings traffic to a halt. Aside from playing the piano and violin, Sha Sha also speaks fluent Spanish and could debate any subject, geo political or otherwise. I’ll never forget switching channels as a teenager and catching my mother in the audience on The Phil Donahue Show, asking a question. I was so proud of her, I called her immediately at work, “Mom, Mom…I just saw you on Phil Donahue.” By the end of the night we must have received over fifty calls. Sha Sha was also very popular.

     I didn’t see a whole lot of Sha Sha during this period; she worked nights at a bank and went to school full-time. It wasn’t always great living with my grandparents, who kept an immaculate and strict household. My brother, Van, even developed a stuttering habit because he was on edge all the time.

     Life wasn’t exactly peaches and cream at Grandma’s but just across the street lived my best friend, Tameika, a slightly chubby girl with a crazy sense of humor who always took my mind off anything negative. We spent almost all our free time together, making mud pies in her backyard, having water fights and playing double Dutch.

     By the time I was eight, Sha Sha had worked her way up to a better job and we were able to move into our own apartment in Flushing, Queens, apartment 7C. On Saturdays I took piano and ballet lessons at the Brooklyn Conservatory of Music. Sha Sha tried to compensate for our father’s shortcomings with strict parenting and plenty of cultural activities. But we were latchkey kids. When my mother was at work or school, Van and I entertained ourselves by throwing homemade concoctions off the terrace at passersby or racing up and down the hallway to see who was faster. Sometimes we would just beach up in front of the TV for What’s Happening Now!! or an episode of Diff’rent Strokes.

     In Flushing I made a new best friend, Felicia, who lived in the building across the street with both of her parents. Felicia and I grew close enough to call each other cousins and her parents, Imogene and Robert, whom we called “Robit,” became more like an aunt and uncle. Imogene and Robert were the coolest parents. They took us everywhere! USA Roller Skating Rink, the movies, the park, the pool, you name it, we were there.

     Robert was from Harlem and reminded me so much of Papa Lenny. Papa Lenny had been in and out of jail over the last couple of years. We stayed in contact through letters and brief phone conversations. For a minute, Robert became my surrogate parent, and when it was just us kids and Robert, we’d sneak uptown to the numbers spots in Harlem. Our little secret.

     One day while watching cartoons at Felicia’s, Robert eyed me critically.

     “Carmen, anybody ever teach you how to fight?”

     “Yeah, I know how to fight.” Of course I didn’t, but I couldn’t let the cat out of the bag just yet.

     “I’m not talking about you and Van play boxing. I’m talking about out on the street, ‘ready to go for yours if you had to’ fighting.”

     Felicia and I were fascinated. We were dying to learn something new.

     Robert, tugging on one of my cornrow braids, said, “Okay, let’s start your first lesson.” I involuntarily smiled at his display of affection and looked over at Felicia, who wore her hair just the same as me. “I’m gonna teach ya’ll both how to protect yourselves out there,” he said.

     On weekends, Robert trained us in street fighting techniques, like how to punch a person in the face and sweep her off her feet at the same time. He showed us how to wrestle—most important, how to hold the other girl down. And he gave us the street fighting code that would later lead me on many a crusade for girlfriends in need:

     “Felicia, if Carmen is having a fight, then you jump in. And Carmen, if Felicia is having a fight, you jump in. There is no such thing as a fair fight on the street.” Felicia and I continued to grow and train as tag team partners and often caused major havoc in the neighborhood. We eventually became bullies, thanks to Robert.

      

     By the time I turned ten years old, I had learned how to cook, clean, do laundry and the grocery shopping, and take the bus across town to visit my grandparents, which wasn’t too often, but as often as Sha Sha would let me. On occasion, Papa Lenny would show up. He had relocated to Chicago and got married. My little sister Janine (Nini) was born a year later. I couldn’t wait to be a big sister. In my early teens my aunt Carmen, Sha Sha’s younger sister, introduced me to the Black Spectrum Theater on Merrick Boulevard in Jamaica, Queens. Their after-school curriculum gave my natural energy a dramatic focus and lent direction to my creativity. That’s when I decided to become an actress or maybe an artist. Vanessa Williams had just been crowned Miss America, so in my mind anything was possible.

     At the time I was preparing to go to a zoned high school, which I dreaded. When I found out that Art & Design High School was still accepting applications, I immediately pulled my portfolio together, applied and was accepted.

     Design high school opened my eyes to life’s bigger picture. I saw that individuality and self-expression could be a way of life, and I loved it.

     When school started, I took the train to Manhattan every morning with Sha Sha, who was a professor at Baruch College. Soon, the city was like a second home to me. The first person I met at Art & Design was Richie. Richie was from Brooklyn, Puerto-Rican, super cute, with a low fade and a small build. Richie and I hit it off instantly. We had a few classes together and shared the same lunch period. We would joke around in class, go to the movies, hang out in the Village, you name it. Richie put me onto a world outside of Queens. We even had matching gold teeth and Gucci sneakers. We were the best of friends. Traveling to the big city was definitely an adventure for me. I felt like adulthood was nearing and that I was way more mature than most teens my age. I really thought I was doing it!

     I was a late bloomer and nervous about fitting in with the other kids in the city but over the summer things changed for me, physically and otherwise. All my padded bras went into the trash and my jeans started to fit way too snugly. I also learned how to drive. At fifteen I was chauffeuring my uncle Mike and his friends around Queens in his pea green Impala. I was so tiny that I had to sit on a pillow in order to reach the steering wheel, but I caught on quick. As fall drew near, it was time to get serious. So I joined the Suzie Vance Talent Modeling Agency in Forest Hills, Queens.

     Modeling wasn’t my life’s ambition, plus I was only 5'2", but if everyone thought I could, why not give it a chance? The Susie Vance Talent Agency put my portfolio together. When they called with jobs, though, I’d usually be too busy hanging out with my friends.

     School was school, but after school, well, that was another story: Tameika and I were getting into more and more trouble. We were still the best of friends and spoke daily, although we lived two bus rides away.

     By high school Tameika and I were tight with another girl, Monica, a cute around-the-way type who could do stand-up comedy for real. She was the only person I knew besides Felicia who didn’t grow up in a single-parent household. Her three sisters lived with her, too. Going over to Monica’s house was like visiting the Huxtables (minus Theo): the rock-solid family foundation, the confidence and comfort of knowing that no matter what happened they would all stick together. No wonder Monica was so funny, I’d think. She could afford to be.

     Although I loved fashion and modeling I was still an around-the-way girl at heart myself. On occasion Tameika and I would get into physical altercations for whatever reason and we always came prepared. We wore razors in our ponytails “just in case,” and kept a jar of Vaseline on us at all times. We weren’t looking for trouble, but somehow trouble always found us. It was better to be safe than to be sorry.

     On the weekends we reformed for our jobs at Fine Fare, a supermarket on Merrick Boulevard. The part-time work kept me in Guess, Benetton, Nike Uptowns and bamboo earrings. One Saturday while at work I met a cutie-pie named Corey. Excuse me, Corey D. He was more than a few inches taller than I was, with a caramel complexion, a mouth full of gold teeth and a smile you’d die for. He wore a fresh haircut and crisp sneakers. He knew Tameika from the neighborhood and tossed her a nod. Then he turned his attention to me as he approached my register.

     “What’s ya name, shorty?” he asked.

     “Carmen,” I replied.

     “My name is Corey, Corey D. You want to be my new girlfriend?”

     Was he kidding me? “No, I just met you,” I replied, rolling my eyes.

     He pulled out a big wad of money and paid for his items. After I gave him his change, he said, “You’re going to be my girlfriend. Watch!”

     He reached over the counter, grabbed the back of my neck and pulled me toward him, pressing his mouth on mine. I pulled away and tried to regain my balance. My manager started yelling and cursing at him in Arabic.

     “What the fuck?” I yelled.

     Corey just laughed. “I’ll be back, Carm.”

     After my shock wore off, I found myself a little turned on by Corey’s cockiness.
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