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			Before Reading The Women

			Content Warnings: Note, this collection contains sensitive themes and subject matter that some readers may find disturbing. If you would like more information about sensitive content before reading, please check the detailed content guide page.

			Both a prequel and sequel to Shannon Waite’s interactive novel Raising Women, The Women is a collection of linked stories that allow readers to enter the self-loathing and self-destructive minds of eleven girls from the original novel. Watch as they become defiant women, unruly mothers, and unsavory wives. 

			While this collection does expand on the original novel’s characters, it is a gritty, unsettling, and brave short story collection that can be read before, after, or isolated from the novel. 

			More About Raising Women

			In Raising Women, you are on the precipice of womanhood and have become obsessed with an ex-convict, Roman. She introduces you to the dangerous and honest side of life that no one else has been able to. As she unapologetically places you in scandalous situations, you begin making self-destructive decisions. Depending on which decisions you choose, you may taste Roman’s blood, get branded with a searing screwdriver, or date a married man– all while each choice challenges what it means to be a woman, real, or both. 

			In this interactive novel, readers have twenty-four possible pathways with four unique endings to explore the wild that is growing up girl.

		

	
		
			You, 1997

			Missing Marilyn

			You were a poster child. Your mother said so as you stood in line for your prize at the local strip mall arcade. You asked if poster children were sick, because you had heard that once, and she said not always. Sometimes they are sick, sometimes they are suffering, and sometimes they are the ideal. She said that you’re a poster child for desire. You were an eight-year-old little girl, after all. 

			A boy ran past, shouting that he was a winner, as a flood of colors like skin and guts— reds, oranges, and browns—flashed and crashed around him, swallowing him whole. Sounds like gunshots erupted, race car engines roared, and Cruisin’ USA and Time Crysis crowded the space. Ding ding ding. 

			Your mother shifted her shoulders, straightened up, and pulled the neckline of her shirt down, exposing skin as she stared at the man handling the prizes.

			You tapped her arm. Just two people away from the counter. She said, “What?” exasperated as mothers are. 

			The walls were covered in movie posters: Casablanca’s couple-stare, The Three Stooges’ grins, Top Gun’s jets. You pointed behind the man at the counter where a large, black and white image of a woman wearing tight, platinum-blonde curls, bent forward in a dress that spread like blooming flower petals, was displayed. Her eyes were closed and she was alone. Something about her looked embarrassed, but no one wants to see that, so she smiled. Fragile.

			You said to your mother, “Look at her.” She rolled her eyes. You asked, “Who is she?” 

			Your mother didn’t look at you. She continued tracing the neckline of her shirt, pulling it lower, because she was the type to finish what she started before giving in.

			A girl at the front of the line walked away with a small, pink teddy bear after turning in hundreds of tickets. 

			One more person to go.

			After finally removing her hand from her chest, your mother said, “Marilyn Monroe.”

			So you asked again, “Who is she?”

			She licked her fingers, making them wet with spit, and traced them along her collarbones. You liked how shiny they looked.

			“I will only tell you who she is if you promise to never bring her up again.” 

			You promised.

			From the side of her mouth, your mother said, “She was a waif. Tossed around in the system.”

			You didn’t know what that meant.

			“She never graduated high school—dropped out and married at sixteen instead. She divorced soon after. But she had curves to die for and was a ringleader of attention, so when she started acting, she made it big. Then, whatd’ya know. She became a sex symbol.”

			You almost asked what a sex symbol was, but the way your mother finally looked down to stare at you, as if she was remembering something she didn’t have, kept you quiet.

			A sigh. “Marilyn was beautiful.”

			You concentrated on the way your mother said beautiful and tried to understand it. 

			She finished, “You know, I looked just like her at sixteen.” Gauzy.

			Two boys off to the side, holding Chinese finger traps they just got, begged their mom for more quarters. She dropped what they wanted in their palms, eager to please them, and yelled to have fun as they ran back to the games, quickly lost in the lights and sounds. 

			The man at the counter shouted, “Next!” 

			You watched your mother’s lips peel like ripe fruit. They curled just slightly, but enough to make it clear the prize she wanted. He was middle-aged with a piercing in one ear, and he wagged his finger. It was unclear if he wagged it at your tickets or you. 

			“Men liked me too. I could’ve been a star, but I chose not to,” she said flatly.

			You took a step forward. The prize-giver asked if you were the lucky lady, and you nodded. You stood on your tiptoes and put your winnings on the counter. You pointed to the poster of Marilyn behind him. You said, “I want that.” Pristine.

			As he reached behind him, he asked if you liked her. You told him yes. He asked if you thought she was pretty, and you said yes again. He said you might have your own poster too one day, because you were prettier.

			He easily cupped your smooth palm, fitting the rolled-up poster into your hand before your mother smacked you clean on your wrist and told you no, you would not be getting it. She gripped the collar of your dress, pulling it so tight that it felt snug against your throat. You were dragged from the counter. She hissed, “Why the Hell did you do that?” 

			You heard children’s cries all around you. 

			You coughed, “What?” 

			Lights around the games and prizes shattered. Flashes like fractures broke the dark.

			She said, “I saw the way you looked at him.” She said, “And you touched him. You did it on purpose.” One of her sleeves fell lower on her shoulder when she leaned down, eye-level with you.

			You swore you didn’t do any of that. You had just asked for the poster, but your mother thought you were lying, smacked your fleshy cheek so it stung anyway, and said there’d be no prizes. You needed to get your ass in the car. 

			The man with the flimsy poster still on the counter did not look at you when he smiled at the next little girl.

			Your mother let go of your neck. She walked out the front door, letting it slam in the metal frame behind her. Its noise lost in the other ruckus. 

			Before you left, you looked at Marilyn one last time. Buckled knees pressed hard together, hopeless hands against the rising white dress, and a vacant jewelry shop, consumed by shadows, close behind. She was harrowing, porcelain, lovely. All-consuming, painful. And, like your mother said, she was beautiful, sure, but you realized what attracted you most was her loneliness. 

			You wondered which poster child Marilyn was: sick, suffering, or ideal. You would never ask because you promised, but if you ever learned the answer, you crossed your fingers and silently swore you wouldn’t tell anyone. You would keep her secret. You would keep it close. You didn’t want to leave Marilyn behind.

		

	
		
			Roman, 1995

			Pretty Things

			Jenny’s bedroom wallpaper was the color of coffee stains and hot pink roses, and she had pinned-up pictures of the girls she hated with devil horns markered on them. The lava lamp on her nightstand terrariumed a golden-sunrise blob in the glass enclosure. She had a Dirty Dancing poster hanging by a few strips of masking tape above her headboard. There were silky throw pillows on her bed.

			Her mom came into her room to give us two juice boxes, and to tell us to turn the music down. Jenny whined that it was practically still her birthday, so her mom said fine, but we’d have to turn it off in a half hour. I went to punch the tiny yellow straw into my box and accidentally missed the hole, nicking my knuckle instead. 

			Before her mom left, she looked straight at me and said, “Madeline, I’ve never told you this before, but you’ve got a beautiful name.”

			Then when her mom shut the door, Jenny turned her radio up louder and said, “Ugh. My mom’s such a loser.” 

			We were sitting on her bed, going through a pile of her birthday gifts and chewing on candy cigarettes. 

			She said, “Too bad you couldn’t come to my party.” 

			When her mom had first planned it, Jenny told me I wasn’t allowed. Her mom made it family-only Jenny had said. She threw a stuffed toy monster, a Ghostbusters poster, and a Mad Scientist lab kit onto the floor beside her bed and told me, “I didn’t ask for any of this junk.” She put another candy cigarette between her lips. 

			She continued, “But at least I got a hundred dollars.” 

			I told her that was enough to buy a new stereo.

			“I know. I might buy that, if I don’t get a collection of nail polish and a Bonne Belle makeup kit instead. I think if I get some new dresses in colors to match too, that could be really pretty.” 

			“There are so many other things you could get.” 

			“I guess.” Then she chewed on her cigarette. “I could get more candy if I had fifteen more dollars.” She finished off her cigarette and swallowed it.

			Jenny could get more candy without fifteen more dollars; she just wanted to remind me that I owed her. She was known to hold grudges and kept track of things like that. 

			She’d been lending me lunch money for three weeks, and even though I’d never asked her for it to start, the total she’d given me was up to fifteen dollars at that point. She had just started handing me the cash before we entered the lunch room, and, since I needed it, I took it, but she always expected it back later. 

			Her mom packed her a lunch every day. Lunchables, Capri Sun, and fruit snacks, so she didn’t realize that the cheesy mac and savory meatloaf that those lunch ladies made only cost ninety cents and not the dollar she was giving me. I’d started a nice collection of dimes in the mini zipper pocket of my KangaRoos shoes. That way no one knew I had a savings. I wanted to get a necklace like Ma’s—a thin, gold chain she always wore.

			I told Jenny, Sure. More candy’d be nice.

			She looked at me like I was hopeless and told me she’d be back. She was going to use the bathroom. She said I had permission to turn the music up if I wanted, and when she returned, we could finish off the cigarettes. 

			Her dresser was straight across from the foot of her bed. It was short enough that I could see the top of it from where I sat. She had a strawberry candle from Bath and Body Works, and a Beanie Baby that could have been a cat or a bear but I wasn’t sure from where I sat. There was a mood ring that looked black, and a tube of dollar store mascara, even though she was twelve and I’d heard her mom tell her no makeup until she was fourteen. On the dresser’s last bit of empty space was a ceramic purple pig the size of a tennis shoe. I grabbed the pig and almost dropped the cold and slippery thing as I did it. Luckily I didn’t. 

			I’d heard one time that the only way to get the money out of a piggy bank was by smashing it, but this was the first time I’d ever even held one, so I didn’t know if that was true. I wanted to see if I could release some money another way.

			Jenny was lazy. She did not push her bills in deep, and with the pig’s tiny eyes gawking at me, its mouth curled upwards like a little ribbon, I pinched my fingers against the top slit and tried to catch any bills near the surface with my bitten nails. 

			I heard Jenny’s mom yell something, although I wasn’t sure what. The Madonna album playing was loud, even without me turning it up. 

			I turned the bank upside down, making the pig’s smile a dramatic frown, because I hoped any coins in there might provide a pressure that could push the bills closer to where I needed them. I knew that if Jenny had recently gotten a hundred dollars, it must be closest to the top. 

			I shook it, trying to do it light enough to minimize any noise, and then the corner of a bill finally emerged. It reached out just enough for me to pull it free with a few other bills she had pushed in with it too. 

			I heard Jenny yell to her mom that we’d turn off the music when we were done. I put the bank back on the dresser. Her mom said she had to be done now. I glanced at the bills in my lap. Jenny whined nooo. I counted a ten and two fives. Jenny came back to her room, slamming the door so loud and hard that her mom yelled something unclear, and I jumped in my spot on the bed. 

			She told me her mom spoils everything. 

			I remember saying to her, “Yeah, moms can do that.” 

			She looked at the cash on my lap. 

			“This is for you,” I said.

			She shrugged like thanks. She was shorter than me, so she had to lean even further to reach her bank, and then she squished the bills up small so she could push them hard into the pig.

			The next day, the lady from social services dropped a new kid off at our house. Ma and Dad were so excited that they nearly hugged the snot out of the little girl. She had wiry hair slicked back into two uneven French braids that didn’t look all that French. She had a little necklace with a plastic I hanging from it, and wore denim overalls. She held a garbage bag of stuff. She couldn’t have been more than six years old then, and I think she was seven when we returned her. I’m not even sure of her real name. 

			I remember Ma waving off the lady who delivered her though, and the minute that lady said bye to us and shut the front door, Dad looked over the girl’s paperwork and told her that we’d call her Caroline. I guess she looked kind of like a Caroline, but that poor kid didn’t agree and started crying, tears streaking her cheeks and snot in her hands. Ma rubbed her back kind of rough and told her we had a treat in the kitchen for her. I didn’t know what treat she was talking about since we didn’t normally have treats in the house. As they walked in the other direction, Dad reminded them that they needed to say prayer first. 

			A few weeks later, Ma came home from grocery shopping with plastic bags that were full to the brim and hanging from her arms, and a fistful of scratch offs that she yelled about to Dad. He came out of the kitchen with a grin on his face, his big Chiclets teeth visible even beneath his metal scrubby mustache. Ma told him it was time, so my parents sat down at the kitchen table covered in coupon papers. Dad handed Ma a nickel, and they both went to work, scratching off our future.

			I honestly don’t know how much they won, but I know we didn’t hit the jackpot that day. 

			Dad pounded the table with his fist, threw his nickel against the dirty wall, and went to his bedroom to watch a rerun of M*A*S*H. Ma loudly opened cupboards and drawers and started making some mashed potatoes for dinner.

			On Thursday nights I’d go to Jenny’s after school because her mom wasn’t home. She had bridge club or something. I’d walk around the outside of their house, through the small backyard, and Jenny would let me in the back door so the neighbors didn’t see. She said the neighbors were too nosy for their own good around there. 

			I told Jenny about the new credit cards I knew my parents had recently gotten.

			“I don’t think it’s a big deal,” she said above Madonna’s ‘Take a Bow’ coming from her stereo.

			“Really?”

			“Yeah, I think it’s cool.” She added, “You guys could buy anything you want that way.” The pile of junk she got for her birthday was still unopened in her bedroom corner.

			I said, “But I don’t think they belong to my parents.” I had found the new cards sitting on the kitchen counter. They had the name Isabella printed on them. Pretty.

			“Who is Isabella?” Jenny asked. She laid back on her bed so her hair was hanging down the side and she ran a sparkly Wet brush through it.

			“That’s the thing. I don’t know.”

			Then Jenny said, “Well, you’re rich enough to pay me back now at least. Aren’t you?”

			I told her that’s not really how credit cards worked.

			Jenny had still been lending me cash for lunch, and the extra dimes I’d collected weren’t nearly enough to buy a necklace yet.

			“When Ma gives me some cash, sure.” Which wasn’t a lie. I hadn’t seen any of the money we’d suddenly gotten. I mean, it was credit after all.

			Jenny sat up and looked outside her window at the dark. She told me I should probably leave before her mom got home, or we might both get in trouble, but she’d see me at lunch tomorrow. She asked if I’d be going to Homecoming next week because, if I was, I could join her and her friends if I’d like. I told her no, maybe next time. 

			On my way out, I passed her living room where I saw a porcelain doll on top of the entertainment center. Spotless skin, almond eyes, and a dress made of lace. All she needed was a halo and she’d look like an angel. I took her down, and the plastic-hair smell of a Barbie doll overwhelmed me. Tucked safely in my arm, I took her and walked out the front door.

			Dad came home late the next day, which got Ma all riled up. She’d made some frozen Mrs. T’s Pierogis that had been sitting out on the counter for an hour. We whined about our hunger as we stared at them, but Ma told us we had to wait for Dad. It was her way of punishing him, I know, because when he finally got home, he’d have to deal with our fury. But when Dad found her in the kitchen and handed her a black box, she couldn’t help but squeal. Our cries were irrelevant. 

			The box had a new necklace, and it looked way more expensive than the one she usually wore. It had five, red, teardrop-shaped jewels, maybe rubies, spaced evenly apart in a semi-circle shaped row. They were connected by a string of diamonds. She said it was a statement piece and she hooked it around her neck, holding the two ends of the necklace together with one hand and her hair up with the other, waiting expectantly for Dad to clasp it shut. He did. For days I watched her stand in front of that bathroom mirror, stroking the jewels, turning different ways to try and catch some light. That first night she got it, Dad kissed her on the cheek and told her she’d never looked more beautiful. She told him she believed it. She said she’d never felt more like it either. Ma tossed the pierogies in the trash can and made a two-finger whistle. She yelled to the house that we were going out to eat, which didn’t happen often.

			I decided that I didn’t hate Caroline. Life actually got a little better with her around. 

			Caroline had been with us for about eight months by then. She had thrown hours-long tantrums the first week, but after Ma had some sort of private conversation with her behind the closed bedroom door, she was mostly fine. Ma never did tell us what she said to the girl. 

			Caroline didn’t talk to anyone in the family much, except to lie. There was one time I heard my sister tell her about a few things that made Dad really upset, and one of those things included being late from school. If you were late coming home, there was no way to make him happy. Then I heard Caroline tell Dad one day when she was late that she helped a teacher clean her classroom after school. She said she wiped down the chalkboards, swept the floor, and took out the trash. Dad told her that was very sweet of her and let her off the hook. I knew what a bunch of crap that was though. Her school left a message on our machine the week before that said she’d have detention for biting a kid while they were in line for recess. The school didn’t know why she did it and suggested we talk to her. I had deleted that message so our parents never knew. I guess she walked home from school the day they kept her there.

			Sometimes I saw her steal things, too, like a pair of pink sunglasses from Ma’s purse or the fake-gold lighter from Dad’s nightstand. She wasn’t exactly sneaky about it—wasn’t silent. Didn’t hide. She would walk right up to the thing she wanted and take it, which is how I noticed the time she stole my black tattoo choker necklace. Joke was on her—I had never even worn it. I’d stolen it from Jenny myself, and since it wasn’t even worth anything, I let her keep it.

			I’m not sure where she learned these habits from, if she came to us with them, or got them from us, but Caroline was always looking for something she couldn’t have.

			Ma was having one of her moments where she touched each of her necklace’s jewels in her reflection. That day, she’d painted her lips a red that matched the jewels. Her dirty blonde hair, as short as shag, was curled a little, and she’d blushed her plump cheeks too. That must have been the last bit of lipstick she had because the empty tube sat next to the pink seashell soap holder on the bathroom counter. Instead of holding soap though, the dish had her old, delicate necklace in it. She started keeping the soap in the counter’s top drawer, and when we finished using it, we’d put the soaking wet piece back in there. Some sort of slimy mildew started coating everything. 

			I stood right outside the door, close enough to lean in, but far enough to not scare Ma. 

			“Hey,” I said.

			She jumped a little. Her reflection waving funny in the mirror that was a little warped.

			“Hi, honey.” 

			“Can I get some money for some new clothes?” 

			She kept her hand on her necklace but turned a little to look at me. “You know your dad and I are going out tonight,” she said. “But I’ll give you what’s leftover and you can go to the mall tomorrow.”

			She looked at herself one last time, as if saying goodbye, and then walked past me. Once she was gone, I snatched her necklace. 

			A few weeks later, Dad gave Caroline back to the system. I don’t know the details, just that it took a lot of paperwork because he complained about it for days. I heard him tell Ma that it shouldn’t be that difficult. They were standing in the kitchen near the tiny, open window while Ma smoked her cigarette. Dad said that the state knew she was damaged, and it’s not like she was really theirs, anyway. I heard Ma tell him that they did ask for her, and this shows how it can be hard to want things sometimes because giving things back isn’t always easy.

			The next day Jenny and I were walking to history class.

			“Here, I’ve got some of that money for you. I’ll finally get you the rest soon.” I handed her back all the dimes I’d been collecting.

			She looked at me funny. “Thanks.”

			Then she put the change in her pockets like it didn’t mean anything to her, and when she realized the noise they were making, she scooped them back out, and then I watched her drop some in the trash can we passed.

			“That’s a nice necklace,” she said. I guess she noticed my ma’s chain, hanging underneath my shirt.

			We walked into class as the bell rang and Mr. Williams was writing on the board. In big, capital letters it read: Roman Empire. 

			Jenny and I sat down as Mr. Williams said, “The Roman Empire—a republic that formed alliances and went on conquests, and in only a few years grew into something big. It spanned Europe, North Africa, and parts of Asia, and fought in major battles to gain power.” He pointed to a colorful map. “The Roman Empire mixed sophistication and brutality to get out on top.” 

			Nicole and Megan started giggling in front of us. Mr. Williams turned to stare straight at them and the giggling stopped. Jenny pulled out a notebook and started writing something down. 

			Mr. Williams called on Adam in the back and asked him what he knew about the Roman Empire. Adam said nothing, and Nicole started doing some fake sign language to Megan, who just made some dumb face back. 

			Mr. Williams continued his lecture. “Trust in its reliability and strength.”

			Jenny finished writing, quietly ripped the page out of her notebook, and folded it up. She handed it to me, with my name written in pink highlighter on the front. 

			Mr. Williams interrupted himself, saying, “Madeline, what’s that bright thing you’ve got in your hands?” 

			I watched Jenny go unnoticed by him as she reached for Nicole’s purse hanging off the back of the chair in front of her. Jenny hooked her pinky around the temple of Nicole’s 
cat-eye sunglasses that dangled from a purse pocket and silently pulled them out, placing them in her lap. 

			Without even opening the note, I handed it to him. Jenny’s note was a distraction never meant for me.

			The nosy neighbors told Jenny’s mom that I’d been over, and that I tried leaving the house with no one knowing, so I wasn’t allowed back there. That meant that on Thursday nights, instead of sneaking to that side of town with Jenny and her loud music, I’d go sit on the interstate overpass, listening to the cars roar down below, and watch all the birds fly overhead instead.

			On one of those nights, I thought about Jenny’s response to my parents’ credit card fraud. You guys could buy anything you want. I wondered, could we? Before they sent Caroline back, Ma bought her a keychain with a little purple geode. Caroline carried it everywhere even though she had no keys. I’d watch her pick hard at the gems, sometimes so hard that she’d pull one loose. I knew that if she kept doing it, she’d have none left. I didn’t tell her that though. Instead I watched her destroy it. 

			With the credit cards my parents had, that was what she got. 

			Pretty things are easy to want—nail polish, sunglasses, necklaces. The clothes we wrap around our bodies. The faces we paint on ourselves. They help us hide the things we find ugly and hope nobody else will see.

			People thought my name Madeline was pretty too. Mothers, strangers, and little girls said so, but I never knew what to make of that comment. Ma once said, “You were the prettiest thing I ever saw the first time I held you,” but I never thought I fit my name. 

			Then, it was like life unfolded in front of me right there in that moment, and I understood it like a formula. Money buys pretty things. People want pretty things. If people don’t have money, then they steal. I watched Caroline steal, Jenny steal, my parents steal—even I stole. People thought my name was pretty, which only meant one thing. 

			One of the birds above me left the flock that had just flown past and landed on the railing of the overpass. It must have needed a break. I watched it for a while, sitting there. I bet no one had named the bird. How did it think of itself? Another bird flew by, accidentally dropping a piece of bread, and the first bird snatched it up so quickly that it flew off without getting caught. 

			I said, Madeline. Mad-el-eye-n. Mad-elynn. Mahd-ellen. I rolled it around my tongue, tasted it in different ways, and I wanted it gone. I didn’t want a pretty name. I knew what it meant to be a pretty thing. I’d watched enough pretty things get taken, after all. 

			The billboard a hundred feet away had an advertisement for a local bank. An illustrated colosseum covered the sign from edge to edge, with a warrior and his six-pack abs in the center. It looked like the face of the Roman Empire, and see, 

			Mr. Williams said, “Trust in its reliability and strength.”

			I was a fourteen-year-old girl. I wanted a new name, but I didn’t want to regret it, and

			Ma said, “I had to name you something pretty.”

			when you choose a name, you choose whatever you’re interested in the most at that moment. What that means is that, if you’re naming yourself, it’s still not even about you, but

			Jenny said, “Yeah, you can buy whatever you want. Think about how great that is.”

			the things that are less important.

			So I knew that even if I didn’t want my name to be Madeline, I didn’t want it to be whatever I was interested in at that time either. If I wanted my name to be anything more than Emma, like from the Spice Girls, or Cindy, like Crawford, then I couldn’t think too hard about it. In fact, I couldn’t think about it at all, because, if I’m being honest, I probably would’ve wanted something pretty. So without thinking, I decided right then and there what I would be called.

			New birds flew past in perfect V shapes over the horizon and into the seedy dark. Birds I’d never seen before. Birds with no names. I, on the other hand, a girl stuck on the overpass, had two names. A dead one, and a new one. 

			Roman. 

			And there was nothing pretty about it.

		

	
		
			Your Mother, 1981

			Will Work for Shoes

			1. MANOLO BLAHNIKS

			Tom, the man sitting across from me, says orgasms are all the same for men, so I tell him they aren’t for women—there’s a big range. Then I bend beneath the table and adjust the gold pendant on my black suede kitten heel to straighten it out. When I sit back up, I watch Tom look me up and down, well, what he can see, anyway, with half of me under the table. I begin to imagine what he’s thinking of me. I don’t tell him that part though. I smile at him and wink, hoping my mascara doesn’t leave inky freckles below my eyes. He told me he likes an assertive woman before, so I ask him how much longer till we leave the restaurant. He says soon, he just wants to finish his old fashioned first, and then he’ll give me the best night of my life. I let a soft laugh escape. I tap my feet, I mean the hard bottoms of my strappy heels, against the tiled floor, and let him think that he’s right. I will always let him think he’s at the top of my orgasmic range if that’s what he wants, even if the reality is that he’s something far more mediocre. Tom flags the waitress over and asks her for a carryout box and I catch him wink at her. With a small strut, she walks away, and I wonder what her best orgasm’s been. If she ever felt so good she had to scream. If Terry could top hers.

			2. VALENTINOS

			I’ve never dreamt of my future husband and mother-in-law cooking Thanksgiving dinner together, but Bobby has asked me to join him and his family for that event as his pretend fiancée. He adds that, also, they will all be drunk before we get there, with an uncle who’s not racist but says the colored folk are taking over the neighborhood. So I lay out the ground rules quickly when I tell him sure, but only if he takes me out to three more dinners than usual at, like, that really nice glass restaurant on the top floor of that skyscraper downtown. He doesn’t like my conditions, but if he doesn’t accept them, he’ll be eating the marshmallow sweet potatoes his cousin made by himself at the kid’s table because his whole family, he tells me, won’t upgrade him until he finds himself a woman. Of course I don’t ask him what they’ll say when he doesn’t bring me around again, but who’s to say he won’t if he can afford it. He tells me to only say hello to his cousin’s offspring because the kid will ask if we’re going to kiss if I say anything more, and while, yes, he wants to kiss me, many
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