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Chapter One:
Invisible me

LAYLA JONES


The day was just giving in to the night. The rain had just begun to fall, on this cold October evening on Chicago’s west side. The date was October 17, 2007. That was the day that I allowed myself to feel again. That was the day that I allowed myself to remember things that were locked away in the deepest and darkest places in my mind. Tears streamed down my face and I wept in silence. I started to light a cigarette as I looked out the window to the streets below from my loft apartment. I had a glass of Jacques Cardin Cognac VSOP in my hand; Dave Hollister’s wedding song was playing in the background, and candles were lit throughout my home to give the place the scent of jasmine and strawberries.  
I let out a sigh as my cell phone buzzed on the table beside me. It was Marcus, my boyfriend and soon to be ex-boyfriend. He was calling to see if I was home yet. He was calling to gauge how much time he had to make it home before me. I licked my lips, gave a cynical smile and then twisted my lips as I went on to have yet another sip of my drink.

“Bastard” I said in a voice just above a whisper. 


I looked to the streets below. I watched as the west side continued to thrive, even in the rain. Dealers dealt, hypes begged, hustlers hustled, and many people were pulling up in front of the building massaging their own muscles as yet another day on the grind ended. I remember those days. It was less than three years ago, when I was out there working two jobs. I was managing a Laundromat on Cicero Avenue and doing hair in my girlfriend’s basement as my side hustle. Life wasn’t easier before my singing career. I had no money, no fame, and no place to call my own. In many ways however, it seems that life was simpler then. In those days, I at least knew what to expect as each day came and ended. These days are longer, harder, and in many ways full of more drama. I guess Biggie was right when he said “more money, more problems.”
The phone started buzzing again. 

I ignored it, let out a sigh, and walked to the land line. 

I called downstairs to the doorman.

“He’ll be here soon,” I said smoothly. 

“Yes Ma’am” the doorman stated.

“Do you understand your instructions?”

“Yes ma’am.”

“When he’s gone, come upstairs and collect another $500.00. After that, please let Mr. Harris in.”

“Mr. Harris, ma’am?”

“My attorney.”

“Okay. Yes ma’am.”

“William?”

“Yes Ms. Jones?”

“Thank you, for everything.”

“Sure Ms. Jones.”

My man had been out with his whore. A whore he didn’t know that I was aware of and a whore whose stench is probably still embedded in his skin. I’ve known for a little more than a month now about his infidelity. I don’t know if this is the first time that he’s stepped out on me. I do know this; it will damn sure be the last time. I gave this man all that I had to give and more. The fact that he would even consider stepping out on me is surreal to say the least. How much does a woman have to give of herself and all that she has for a man to remain true?
The cell phone began buzzing again. Then the land line began ringing. When I didn’t answer either, my cell rang again and then once more back to the landline. This time, I picked it up. I spoke smoothly and with grace. Part of the reason I was so cool was because of the cognac. The other reason was I was just numb. Tired of feeling. Tired of loving. Tired of giving so much of myself to another person. 
“Hello?”

“Hey! Hey baby, you’re home. I called the studio and they said you weren’t there. I called your manager and only got her answering machine. When did you get home?”

“A little while ago.” 

I lied. I had been home virtually all day. I got up this morning to go to the studio and cut my new CD. I had to turn around because I forgot my lucky notebook. It was a notebook that I had for years; an old spiral notebook with 1500 pages. You know, the old school type. It had every poem, every thought and every memory, good or bad that I have had since the 9th grade. I couldn’t think without my notebook. I certainly couldn’t sing without it. It was like my diary and also like the hidden part of my life (and I definitely had a few things hidden). When I performed in the studio, I took my notebook with me. Sometimes I would flip through it and remember something that happened. It would help me to remember some mood, or significant event that happened in my life. Even if I was in a jovial mood, if I needed to be sad and to convey that emotion in song, I would just flip through my notebook and find a sad point in my life. I would stop, breathe, reflect and remember in great detail whatever event was in the book. I would reflect…and then allow the music to take me there. My notebook was more than a journal of events. It was my muse. Bottom line? I had to have it to perform. There were some days that my producers and I would be in the studio with no material. It would be like, writers block for a writer. Whenever things would go blank, or my producer wanted to do something with a different feel, he would say, “Layla, I’m thinking we need to do _______. Any ideas, or anything special in your magic book?” My magic book, that’s what we used to call it. Now we call it the book of a million songs. It seems like I have a million emotions put to paper in that spiral notebook. That was why I had to go back and get it. 

It took me 15 minutes to turn around on the expressway after leaving this morning. By the time I got home, Marcus was gone. In the same second that it took me to realize that he was gone; I knew he was with some whore. I should have just turned right back around and headed back to the studio. I should have used the pain—the emotion, and let it come out on the paper and in the music. Instead, I did what most women do when they are wounded. I commanded my world to shut down for a short time.
 I tried to tell myself that I was wrong. My heart tried to tell me that I was wrong. My mind, my mind was on point. My mind told me to boot up the computer in the den. My mind said to key in the password for the GPS tracking on his telephone. My mind told me to pull phone records, credit cards and bank statements. My heart tried to lie to me to ease the pain. My mind made me face the truth to stop the hurt. There was no need for him to know all this. So I played it cool. It’s not like I hadn’t been here before. What woman hadn’t?
 I continued with my ruse on the phone. I continued…to listen to his lies.  

“Oh, well I’ll be there in a minute. I’m grabbing something to eat from Goose Island. Do you want anything?”

“No, I’m fine.” I said in a flat tone.  
“The house looks exactly the same as it did this morning what have you been doing all day?”

“Shit the usual, playing video games, watching movies and hangin with my guys. I hope I didn’t leave the place looking too bad.”

I let him swim in his lies. I let him drown in his deceit.  We Are One by Ledisi was playing in the background. 

“How long before you get back?” I asked.

“An hour tops.”

“Okay.”

I hung up the phone. Tears streamed down my face, but other than that, you couldn’t tell that I was bothered. I thought I was all cried out. I thought that I was done with men cheating and pulling this drama. I’m not. “A man will be a man” as my mother would say. I remember my mother when I was younger convincing herself of that bullshit. Like a man’s anatomy entitled him somehow to be unfaithful. 
I thought back and allowed myself to think about the many arguments I witnessed between my mother and father. Nights that he would come home drunk, with lipstick on his collar and the scent of another woman’s cheap perfume on his body. I remember nights that my mother would cry and scream. Nights when she would cry herself to sleep. I also remember many mornings after, that she would degrade herself and try and make up with him, for whatever wrong, she convinced herself she had done that drove my father into the arms of another woman.  I never understood why my mother put herself through such anguish. I never understood, until I had later become a woman myself with my own incidents of heartache. 

REMEMBERING MOMMA
My mother was a beautiful woman. A Hershey colored sister with high cheekbones like Lela Rochon, curves like Serena Williams, and long black hair. Had it not been for the distorted view of beauty in this country, my mother could have been a supermodel. She was by no means a frail woman. She was a sho-nuff woman, with ass, hips and real woman features. How my father could step out on a woman that beautiful, is well beyond me. 

My father was a blues singer. He was a brother that looked like an older version of Chris Brown. He wore a smooth goatee, sang like Luther, and had the charisma of a Baptist minister in the south. He was a smooth operator and a spawn of the devil if ever a man was. My mother took a lot of shit off my father. As the old folks used to say, “She loved his dirty drawels.” That is, until one night he crept in my bedroom mistaking me for her, or so he said. I can’t talk about that now. Right now, it’s too painful. Right now, I’m not strong enough to go there. This fleeting thought of that hurt…that betrayal brought on too much pain, much too fast. Suffice it to say, I ended up living with my grandmother. That is…after the people, took me away from the only home that I had known. I went away for some time. Forty five days to be exact. Forty Five days until a judge and social worker could assess if there was anywhere else that I could go. Anywhere else where I might be safe. During that 45 days, my grandmother heard what happened. At that time she lived in Knoxville Tennessee. Upon hearing that her grandbaby has been taken into the custody of the state, she packed everything that she had and came up here to stay with her sister, my great aunt Lucy. My great aunt owned the building that she lived in. She and my grandma shared a place eventhough my grandma could have gotten her own. Forty of those Forty five days my grandma came to see me at the shelter. On the forty sixth day, I went home with my grandmother. I never saw my father again. For a long time, I didn’t see my mother. I stayed with my grandma and great aunt Lucy until I was 23. That was a different experience. My grandma was so different, living with her made me wonder if my mother was really her child at all. As I got older, I had boy problems. As I became a young woman, I had man problems. Through it all—grandma and aunt Lucy were there.
My grandmother would say, “If your man messes up, forgive him—once. He messes up again, you git yo self a new man!” My great aunt Lucy would say, “But if you really love em and he steps out on you, then git yo self something solid like an iron or a cast iron skillet and go upside his damned head!” That’s how they were. They were old school. Unfortunately, the old school way of doing things is gone. Not that I advocate violence between couples or going upside a man’s head. This isn’t 50 years ago, this isn’t the south and these days a woman shouldn’t dare think about getting physical with a man. Domestic Violence is already high as hell statistically. I agreed with my grandma, if he cheats, leave.
I smiled as I thought about my Nana. She’s no longer here. She’s gone on with the Lord. Still, even in death she makes me smile. My Nana has been gone 4 years now. I just buried my great aunt Lucy two years ago. The only family I have right now is my momma and right now, we’re not talking. Baby by Angie Stone and Betty Wright was playing on the stereo as I stood deep in thought, drinking my drink and reflecting on my life.  I went to my notebook, opened a page, dated it, and began to write. I wrote what I had been feeling today. I wrote down the thoughts about my Nana. I wrote for a half hour straight until the tears in my eyes blurred my vision. I wrote until the tears began to smear the ink that I put on the page. When I stopped writing, more than an hour passed. Still, Marcus was not here. I thought to myself that was a good thing. If he saw me, and I don’t plan for him to, I can’t appear to be weak. I’m not crying about him anyway. I’m crying because I miss my Nana. I miss her guidance. I got up, poured myself more to drink and headed back to the window. The view never changed, only the activity below. Still, when I wanted to think or to take my mind to a peaceful place, I always went to the window. I had been doing that since I was a child.
I looked out the window again, no longer distracted by the past and took another sip of my drink. Love Rain by Mos Def and Jill Scott played in the background. The rain started flexing its muscle and came down hard on the pavement. The rain tapped on the pavement hard as if the angels had been throwing small stones to the earth from heaven. The leaves had just begun to change colors and the hues of the fallen leaves covered the ground. Variations of fallen orange, brown and red leaves covered the streets and sidewalk, making them as slippery as black ice, but painting a beautiful tapestry of a fall evening in Chicago.

LETTING GO

Poetically, Let it Go by Keyshia Cole and Missy began to play on the stereo. I put my drink down and walked to the bathroom. I had been dressed in jeans and a t-shirt earlier. The days that I went to the studio, were days that I dressed down, comfortable. Tonight I would be emancipated. Tonight I was going out on the town. Tonight I would no longer allow myself to be blinded by the ever present lie called love. I pulled my casual wear off and jumped in the shower. I let the water wash away the tears and rinse away the pain. I allowed my muscles to relax and the heat to warm the space around my heart. As I said, I allowed myself to feel again, only now I was selective about the emotions that I would allow myself to feel. Heartache had it’s tenure. Now it was time for fun and spontaneity. 
TRULY FULL FIGURED  
I stand five feet three inches tall. I weigh a solid 180 pounds. People say that I look like Jill Scott. I have a light copper complexion, full lips, nappy hair that I often keep in a fro, or just natural, and piecing brown eyes. I’m a big girl, but I’m curvy, you know what I mean? I know I could stand to lose 15-20 pounds but you know what? Bump that! A man can take me for the woman that I am, or he can move the hell on! Just as I plan to have Marcus move on, with his goose island shrimp. 

I showered. I lathered my hips and all my curves and I let the warm water take my mind to a different place. Not another day will go by that I cry over another man. Not another day will I let another man in my heart to do what Marcus has done to me. I haven’t given up on love. I have just given up on weak ass men. We Are One by Frankie Beverly and Maze played overhead as I stepped out of the warm water, dried off, massaged lotion onto my body, and stepped into an after five dress with no panties.

“Tonight, I will be daring. I won’t be stupid, but I will be daring.” I smiled at my reflection as I gazed into the mirror and began applying my makeup. The second that I finished with my makeup, the phone rang. This time, it was the landline.
“Hello?”

“It’s William, the doorman, ma’am. Your attorney is here.”

“He’s early.”

“Yes ma’am. Shall I have him wait?”

“No, send him up.” 
TERRELL HARRIS


I wasn’t surprised when I got the call this morning from Layla. I told her when I signed on as her attorney, that she needed to cut all ties with every common nigga that she knew. I said this, because Layla was far from being a common woman. She wanted to keep ties with people from the hood, the no good nigga that she was dating at the time, and a lot of hangers on. I explained to her the day I became her attorney that she deserved much better than she was giving herself. I knew Marcus was a car wreck waiting to happen, but as her friend I had to tell her all these things with kid gloves on. 


I’ve known Layla since the fourth grade. I think I have loved her since then. No matter how successful I become or how well I condition my body, for whatever reason, she won’t look at me twice. I guess that’s a good thing. I mean, no need to mess up our business relationship, right?


I’m attracted to big women. Scratch that, I’m attracted to real women. Sisters like Queen Latifah, Tocara, Jill Scott and sisters that are working with a “little something extra” turn me the hell on. That is what I consider a real woman and that is what I have always wanted in my life. My momma, grandma and sisters are all “thick” sisters and that’s the type of woman that I intend to one day marry. Take a sister like Layla. With the curves she has, and the fact that she can sing her ass off makes me want her more and more each day. Shit, that’s my calling right there if ever there was one. Not only can Layla sing, the things that she sings about are from the heart. The words that pour out of her body have so much power in them. She and I have lightly skirted around the topic of dating one another and each time, she casually, but tactfully dismisses me. I think part of the problem is the fact that we have known each other so long. I was a player in high school and college and I have had quite a few women in my time. Because we have been such good friends, Layla knows all my dirt. On the outside looking in, we would make a good couple, but because she knows my past, I have a snowballs chance in hell of getting with her. Back in the day I couldn’t really date her anyway, because her grandmother and great aunt saw me around the hood and saw me with a different girl every few months. They had labeled me as a player and were not having any part of my dating Layla. Had I tried anything, her grandma would’ve beat the bark off my behind. 

Anyway, I explained to Layla on the phone that Marcus is entitled to nothing. I explained that his name is not on the lease, not on any of the cars except the one that she fought me tooth and nail about purchasing for him, and he cannot take any type of credit for anything that she has done musically. I told her the only thing that he is entitled to is the car that she gave him and the clothes and personal belongings that are in the apartment. 
I can’t believe how cool she took his infidelity. I expected her to have a nervous breakdown upon hearing the news. Her call this morning was so casual it was almost as if it was scripted. 

EARLIER

“Hello?”

“Terrell, its Layla.”

“Hey love, what’s up?”

“Marcus has been cheating on me.”

“I can’t say that I’m surprised. How do you know?”

“The doorman told me.”

“The doorman? Is that a reliable source?”

“Not only has he been keeping odd hours, he has had his whore in my house.”

“How long has this been going on?”

“I don’t know.”

“How long have you known?”

“Five weeks.”

“You’ve held onto to this information for five weeks?”

“I believe in giving a man enough rope to save himself or to hang himself.”

“And today’s verdict is?”

“Death. He’s dead to me.”

“So what do you need from me?”

“What is he entitled to? Legally I mean.”

“The car that you bought him that I told you not to give his ungrateful ass and…”

“No I told you so speeches… not now.”

“Sorry, right. He’s entitled to the car which is in his name, and any personal belongings in the house, and half of any joint accounts that share both your names.”

“We have no accounts in both our names, but we do have a few credit cards.”

“Cancel em.”

“Okay, anything else?”

“That’s all you owe him. Do you want me to handle everything else?”

“Can you?”

“I sure can.”

I told her to give her cell phone to her doorman. I told him to hire a moving company and move everything that she designated as his, into boxes, and place them in a van outside the loft. I had him call a locksmith and change all the locks. I called a friend at the D.A.’s office and sent over an order of protection as a personal favor, and cut off everything but his cell phone.  I had planned this very thing a million times in my head before. I knew this nigga was going to step out on Layla. Maybe I was jealous of him. Maybe I had too much Hatorade this morning, but one thing was for sure, I wanted this nigga out of Layla’s life. She would be so much better off without him. When she asked me to help get him out of her life, I could feel myself smiling from ear to ear and in my mind I was jumping up and down screaming, “It’s about damned time.”

I hate it when men do women wrong. That’s just another red flag on all black men, each time one black man hurts another black woman. There are too many good men out there being overlooked for these ignorant ass brothers out there fronting like they are the next Ebony Man. 
Layla is a good woman; wife material. She’s the type of woman that you bring home to mom. She’s the type of woman that you want to have your children, and the type of woman that a man needs in his corner that has his back. Brothers like Marcus are the type that use women, abuse women, and step on their backs rather than have their back.  I gave the doorman my every instruction, and afterward called his boss, to tell him there was another grand in it for him if he let the doorman work for me the next few hours without penalty. 
I’d like to say that I wanted to go over and whip Marcus’ ass, but the truth of the matter is, Marcus is a huge brother. He’s one of those farmhand type niggas. You know the type, the ones that look like they have been locked up 10 years and did nothing in the pen but push weight. Physically, I could do nothing with Marcus. Legally? Legally I could mess up his whole understanding. I gave my instructions to the doorman and then asked him what made him trick Marcus off to Layla. That was a bold move that could have cost him his job.

“She’s such a nice lady and she makes such good music.” He said.

“And you thought that was enough to risk your job over?” I asked.

“Yes sir. She’s one of those good sisters. You know the type. I mean, I’ve cheated on women before. I think all men have, but Ms. Layla, she’s so sweet. She’s so real. I mean, here she is a celebrity and all, and she treats me with respect. She treats me like I am somebody. She always has a smile on her face and even when she is feeling down, she makes people around her feel upbeat. She’s not the type of woman that you cheat on. She’s the type of woman that you make your wife.”
“Well said son. Where are you from?” I asked.

“Knoxville Tennessee.”

“How much to you make at that door?”

“$7.50 an hour” he said. 

“Well today is your lucky day. I have a package for you when I arrive later.”

I was expecting Marcus to come home in a few hours and to have Layla to kick him out shortly after that, but I guess he spent all day with his mistress. When I got to Layla’s, the moving van was still out front and the doorman was waiting patiently for my arrival. I gave him an envelope with $2,000 in it. A grand was for his boss and another grand was for him. I then went up to see Layla and see how she was doing. She asked me to come over by 7:00 PM. It was only 6PM.

LAYLA

Terrell was early. I was surprised that he was so willing to help me. I knew that he never really liked Marcus and I knew that he questioned my judgment when it came to men, but if I didn’t know any better he seemed almost happy when I told him that Marcus and I are done. I knew back in the day he liked me for a short time. He had to be crazy though if he thought I was going to get with him. Terrell had every girl in the hood when we  were growing up and he had quite the reputation. I love him though, like a brother. Don’t get me wrong. He is fine as hell, but fine men are nothing but trouble. Especially when they know that they’re fine. 

“That boys is going to be somebody when he gets older.” My great aunt Lucy used to say.

“Yeah, but he is going to go through a whole bunch of sonebody’s before then. You see him with all them fast tailed ass girls?” My grandma would say.

“Yeah, but he still gon be somebody one of these days. You can see it in em. He’s gon be a doctor or a lawyer or somethin big.” 

“Maybe, but in the meantime, he’s a little heartbreaker. He might make a good man one day, but right now, he ain’t worth the salt on his body. That cake ain’t done yet. Layla, what you think?”

I was all of 12 then. I didn’t know what to think. I just shrugged my shoulders and looked at the floor. Marcus was two years older than me and at the time I think he was already having sex, at least that was the rumor.

“She likes em” aunt Lucy said.

“Well, if you like him, that’s fine but remember what I say, that cake ain’t done yet. If you want him, you need to wait for the end result to see if he truly does develop into something. He may turn into something sweet and something special, but right now, that boy is yeast!”
“Yeast grandma?”

“Yeah, come here for a minute.”

That day she had just made a cake from scratch. Generally, she might let you get a taste of the cake batter or a finger full of frosting. She dipped her finger into some frosting and walked over to me.

“Taste this.”

Happily, I licked the frosting right off the tip of her finger and gave her one of my award winning smiles. 

“This is what he has the potential to be.”

Then she walked over to a jar on the stove that looked like grey ash. I used to ask her what it was and she would jokingly say it was the ashes of my grandfather. My aunt Lucy would laugh each time that she would tell me that lie. I used to ask her why when she made cake, she would always but the ashes of granddaddy Charlie in the mix. She would say, “To keep a little bit of him with us.”

My aunt Lucy again would laugh at my ignorance.

My grandma dipped just the tip of her finger in the ashy substance and told me again to come to her.

“Taste this.”

“Ewww! No!” I yelled.

“Girl come here!”

“I don’t want to taste granddaddy’s ashes!”

Again, laughter from Aunt Lucy.

“Fool this isn’t yo grandaddy’s ashes. It’s Yeast and baking powder. It’s the stuff you make cakes with!”

“But you said…”

“I know. Taste this!”

I tasted the stuff and made the most horrible face a 12 year old could make. It might not have been granddaddy’s ashes, but it sure enough tasted like it.

“Ugh!” I said. 

“That’s what Terrell is now. The first taste is what he has the potential to be and the second is what he is now. Do you understand me?”

“Yes Ma’am.”

My Nana had a way of making things plain like that. That’s how she taught me. One day she told me to stay away from the stove because it had been hot. I was hardheaded an reached out almost defiantly, to limit test her. I think I was 11 at the time. I reached out and she made no effort to stop me. I slightly burned my hand and my grandmother gave me a lecture about listening when grown folks tell me something.

Then she beat my behind for disobeying. She made it clear that the two consequences had nothing to do with one another. She explained that the burned hand was life’s consequence. She explained that the butt whooping was for disobeying her. Every lesson that she taught me in life was like this. There was life’s explanation and then there was grandma’s explanation. I always remembered both growing up. I think that was one of the many reasons that I never ended up pregnant. Once my grandmother took me to a hospital and paid a nurse to let me look in a room where a young woman was giving birth to a child. The young woman’s screams were so loud and so insistent, you would have thought her insides were coming out. The pain on her face, the tears and the blood, was enough to leave a lasting impression with me. When I thought about Terrell, my heart would race and I would smile instinctively as we were growing up. My mind however, would remember the taste of that yeast. When I began dating, I had two thoughts. One was of my father and the time he…well…nevermind. And the other, was of the young woman in the hospital.

It’s many years later and here Terrell is at my door. I opened the door, smiled at him, thought about the yeast, and laughed out loud.

“Why do you laugh or smile each time that you see me?” 

“I’m sorry Terrell, it’s an inside joke.”

“Do you mind letting me in on the joke?”

“I can’t. Not now anyway.”

“Okay. Is it really that funny?”

“Yeah, yeah it is.” I said smiling.

“You know, an average man’s ego might be bruised by the laughter.”

“Well, good for us you aren’t the average man.”

Terrell smiled. 

“So he still hasn’t gotten here yet, huh?”

“Nope.”

“When did he say he would be home?”

“He said, in an hour.”

“How long has it been?”

“Two.”

“Where is he?”

“Goose island. He’s getting us shrimp.”

“O…kay. And you are dressed rather nice today, where are you headed?”

“Downtown.”

“What’s going on downtown? Do you have an event?”

“Nope. Tonight I’m just a Diva out on the town.”

“I don’t suggest that. Not after a breakup. Definitely not after you have been drinking.”

“Thank you Terrell, but I’m a big girl. I can take care of myself.”

“But…”

“No butts.”

Just then we both heard screaming and yelling from downstairs outside the window.

“Man, you had better get the hell outta my way!”
From all the commotion that was being made, Terrell and I both looked at each other and guessed that Marcus was finally home.
MARCUS TAYLOR
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