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“SO, JERMAINE, CAN I ASSUME THAT IF YOU FOUND A WOMAN YOU COULD CONNECT WITH ON EVERY LEVEL, YOU’D MARRY HER?” CANDACE ASKED.

Jermaine appeared surprised by the question. “Why wouldn’t I?”

“Because some brothers are scared to commit, even if they have found someone who fulfills them on every level. Putting myself in the shoes of your fans, I’m just curious to know what you would do.”

“I’m not afraid of commitment. And I think a love like that is a beautiful thing.” He began laughing nervously. “Yeah, I’d marry her.”

“The great Jermaine Hill, the golden-voiced speaker who inspires the country about life and all—I didn’t think I’d ever get to see you nervous.”

“I’m not nervous,” he quickly retorted.

“Oh, really?”

“Really.”

They walked along silently for another quarter mile or so. Candace silently relished her interview success. She had finally broken through that macho wall of his to witness his genuine emotion. Arguably, it was the first honest emotion he had displayed so far this week . . .



For Mom and Dad,

you two are truly my inspirations.
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THE OLD WOMAN knelt at the foot of the bed, rocking slowly back and forth on aching, swollen knees as she voiced aloud her heartfelt prayer to God. The simple act of praying had always come easily to her, a blessing at the moment because unfortunately her once-vibrant memory was deteriorating fast. Her doctors had diagnosed her with Alzheimer’s disease several years previously, but Bell Davis wasn’t about to let that negative report prevent her from having daily lil’ talks with Jesus. With withered hands, she resolutely clutched a six-inch-long golden cross that had faithfully been handed down through five generations from her ancestry as she focused her heart, soul, and breath for the task of intercession. Her prayer today, like each day the past few months, was targeted toward the one problem currently sticking in her side like the proverbial thorn.

Twenty-eight years ago she had taken in and then begun raising her sister Shirley’s three-year-old child, Jermaine. Bell hadn’t been exactly thrilled to do such a thing but she didn’t have a choice, really. Both Shirley and her husband had been addicts—hopelessly strung out on crack cocaine that rendered them completely unfit and unable to take care of their only child. So rather than see the young boy become a ward of the state, Bell rescued him from that drug-infested home and brought him to live with her in Baltimore, where she could raise him in an atmosphere filled with love and hope. He had been a mischievous little kid, but what was the saying everybody always observed with knowing smirks on their faces? Boys will be boys . . .

As he continued to grow and develop into a man, Bell noticed that he was anything but an ordinary young boy. In fact, for Bell he was truly a little gift from God. Jermaine possessed a unique ability to speak publicly in a way that commanded the attention of anyone listening. With rich, melodious tones, his vocal style, cadence, and flair naturally conjured up images of the most powerful of public speakers—and accordingly, that was the life he had chosen to lead. After securing a four-year, all-expenses-paid scholarship to Howard University, he had graduated a year early as a media communications major with his sights set on making a name for himself.

And he certainly had done just that. Now grown and living on his own in the glitzy, star-studded lights of Hollywood, Jermaine appeared to have realized his childhood dream. As the key figure in a successful motivational-speaking business, he was now generally recognized as the foremost inspirational guru in the country. And like any mother, Bell had been so very proud to see Jermaine achieve such a staggering level of success. Still, despite the seemingly wonderful glamour and riches that the world was lavishly heaping upon him, Bell knew there was something still not quite right in her baby’s heart. A night didn’t go by when she didn’t have the same terrible, haunting dreams concerning him. Dreams that revealed what she knew was taking place in those dark, secret closets of his life.

“Save my son, oh God . . .” she cried out hoarsely between broken sobs. The past few weeks she had so poured out her soul that there were no more tears left to shed. All she had now were broken, choppy heaves of exhausted, worn-out lungs. “S-s-save . . . my . . . so-oo-oon!” The indescribable anguish now piercing her heart was a pain only a mother could intimately know and suffer. Though she had not actually given birth to Jermaine, she had raised that young man like he was her very own. So it didn’t matter what anyone else said—Jermaine Hill was . . . her son.

“Save my son . . . breathe life into him, oh, God . . . breathe life into him . . .” She knew that Jermaine couldn’t hear her. But that wasn’t the important thing. She knew her Heavenly Father was listening.

NO LESS THAN THE WORLD had been offered to him, and every fiber of his being should have been reveling in such incredible favor and opportunity. It was certainly well within his right to do such a thing—most men would have sacrificed much to experience the height of fame and recognition that was now being afforded to him. But this Saturday morning found Jermaine nervously spinning the compact black Colt .22 pistol around on palms and fingers clammy with perspiration. In his mind he replayed a half-dozen or so scenarios, none of which were pleasant and all of which involved the one bullet chambered in the pistol being fired in the direction of his head. Though this was his first try at Russian roulette, the game’s gruesome twists of chance were not applicable to him, really. Because who needed the distraction of probability when for some godforsaken reason you actually wanted to kill yourself?

In reality, he should have been the last person in this predicament. Twenty-four months was all the time it had taken for him to climb to the top of virtually every nationally recognized list along the motivational speaker’s circuit. A month from now and he would have his own cable show to supplement the wildly popular one-hour segment he currently did for national radio. Wildly popular, indeed. Not only were calls from the late night network interview shows pouring in daily, but he also was courting several publishers for a book deal that would reportedly be the largest ever offered to a motivational speaker.

Not that any of that mattered to Jermaine right now. From where he sat on his bed, he lifted his tired eyes and allowed his gaze to linger forlornly on the framed pictures of Ronny and Eric resting atop his tempered glass nightstand. His two best friends from his undergrad days at Howard University, they had been killed in a car accident on this very day nine years earlier. To tell the truth, they had been closer than friends to him; they had become the brothers he had never known in the loneliness of a solitary childhood experience. But they were gone now, and their tragic deaths had triggered Jermaine’s catastrophic relapse into a fragile, private shell of an existence with no outlet for his feelings. The loss of true friendship and brotherhood for him was almost unbearable, even after almost a decade had gone by, for he had painfully learned that when you’re famous, nobody wants to be with you for the person you are inside. The sad truth was that nobody really cared about the person you were—the only thing that mattered was the rapid accumulation of money, fame, and prestige. People entered and exited his life in a much-trafficked revolving door, with every new person inevitably bringing ulterior motives for gaining access to his inner circle. After a while, he discovered that the only person he could really trust was himself, which in turn became a problem once he began to forget just who he himself was. 

Lifting the gun to his head with shaking hands, Jermaine pressed it firmly between his eyes. The barrel was starkly cool against his fevered skin. He wanted to cry but there were no more tears left for him to shed. This from a man whose smooth baritone voice was heard on the airwaves all over the country. By the past year, at the age of thirty, he had traveled to every continent in the world. There was enough money in his bank accounts to finance a who’s-who of A-list parties every weekend. To willingly share his bed, he’d had the kind of women who typically graced the cover of beauty magazines. He’d driven exclusive, custom-made cars that could not even be purchased from the average automobile dealerships.

This was Jermaine Hill, whom the country had fallen in love with in two short years. The man with the golden voice who was fast becoming an icon in urban lore. A star of stars. A celebrity of celebrities.

But on this Saturday morning, sitting alone in his room at a quarter past nine, Jermaine Hill had a gun to his head. And he was playing a dangerous game at which he was hoping to succeed. 



PART I

Character is what you are. Reputation is what you make people believe you are. 

—ANONYMOUS
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CANDI, CANDI, TURN YOUR radio on, girlfriend! My show is about to come on, and you know how gooo-ood that man makes me feel.” Candace simply rolled her eyes as her fingers continued their rapid, fluttery dance atop her laptop’s keyboard. She was fifty words from finishing her last paragraph for the Ebony magazine column, and not even her best friend, Tasha, was going to cause her to lose focus just now.

“Candi, you hear what I just said?”

Candace nodded twice as she continued staring at the computer screen with steely brown eyes that refused to blink. Twenty words. Her last sentence.

“Candi, you’re gonna make me hurt you . . . I’m not playing . . . I—”

“Taa-daa!” came the writer’s exclamation, purposely cutting off her friend’s voice. She pressed the key command to save her article, then fashioned a graceful pose with her fingers outstretched like a gymnast who has just vaulted into the air, flipped multiple times, and landed without stumbling. A perfect ten.

“Are we done now, Dear Miss Black Abby? Because if you make me miss Jermaine Hill, trust me—it ain’t gon’ be a pretty sight.”

Candace reluctantly lowered her hands and somehow suppressed a desire to throw one of her pillows at Tasha. Her thinking was that if it hit Tasha’s head, it would certainly do more good than damage.

“Black Abby, huh? Now that’s original. Did you take all morning to think of that, or did it just come to you?”

“As a matter of fact, I was up half the night thinking about it,” Tasha responded with a smile as she leaped off the bed and dashed over to the stereo. Within seconds the announcer’s intro to the program she and millions of others loved and listened to entered the spacious bedroom in surround sound. 

“Everybody in America, listen up! It’s time for the hottest hour on the radio waves! If you’re driving your car, get over to the slow lane; if you’re at work, then take a lunch break and turn the volume way, way up! ’Cause coming to you right now is the most dynamic speaker in the nation today, the man with the golden voice guaranteed to get you excited and inspired about life! Here he is, America—Jermaaaaaaiiiiinnnnne Hiiiiiiillllll!”

The pulsating beat and feel-good lyrics of Kool & the Gang’s “Celebration,” the standard music accompanying Jermaine Hill’s intro, rang out all over the room. 

As Candace re-fluffed the five lace embroidered pillows now strewn all over her bedspread from Tasha’s hasty departure, she laughed out loud at her friend’s pitiful attempts to dance in tune with the popular song.

“Shhh, Candi! He’s about to come on!”

“This is Jermaine Hill once again coming to you live with an OD of inspiration for your soul,” proclaimed the smooth, sexy voice through the speakers. “That’s right—an overdose, because you and I both know you need it. So let’s kick things off with my theme for today—how to make every day meaningful.”

“Oh Jermaine, yeeesss,” cooed Tasha. “Help me to make my days more meaningful!”

Candace caught Tasha’s eye and made a brief gagging motion with her hands at her throat. “I can’t believe I’m letting this go on in my own bedroom,” she mumbled. “What is it with you and this guy, anyway? His material isn’t that good.”

“Shh!!!” Tasha’s fiery glare made it clear that Candace was treading on some very thin ice.

Fine, Tasha, fine . . . Never mind that this is my house you’re flappin’ those lips in. And my own bedroom for that matter . . .

Jermaine Hill continued speaking. “Don’t you sometimes wonder where all the time goes? Those days turn into weeks, months, and before you know it another year has gone by. And what do you have to show for it? More debt? More family problems? More promises you made to yourself that have gone unresolved? Yeah, you’re going around in circles, aren’t you? A cycle that leaves you distracted, unfulfilled, and wanting more.” He paused for a second.

“So how do we change that, hmm? How can we make our days more meaningful? Let Jermaine give you some simple suggestions . . .” 

CANDACE SLIPPED OUT OF her bedroom a few moments later, leaving Tasha all alone with her radio fantasy man, and made her way down the spiral staircase, shaking her head at her friend’s naïveté. Then again, if listening to Jermaine Hill inspired Tasha, who was Candace to say otherwise?

That poor girl is going to do what she wants . . . that’ll never change . . . I still love ya, though . . .

Opening the custom-made ivory French doors that led into her sunroom, she stepped gracefully across the threshold and inhaled deeply. The intermingling smells of the richly polished golden oak floor, the white gardenia-scented potpourri baskets on the bar countertop, and the French vanilla candles lit on the coffee table immediately filled Candace’s senses. Of the five bedrooms, four bathrooms, den, kitchen, and dining room that were enclosed in the spacious house, this room was definitely her favorite. There was a uniquely feminine atmosphere saturating the room, from the soft and sensual fragrances to the lavender and gold pillows embellishing the cream-colored sofa to the paintings hanging along the walls. The three large canvas prints adorning the room were intimate portraits depicting various stages of womanhood—a young girl playing hopscotch, a mother nursing an infant child at her breast, and a grandmother looking to the heavens clutching a worn Bible to her bosom.

Incidentally, this was the only room in the house where she did not (and in fact, could not) write anything at all. No magazine columns, articles, poetry, or short stories were birthed in here; no, there wasn’t so much as a sheet of paper or a pen in the entire room. This was her getaway—a personal refuge and sanctuary where she could fully celebrate being a woman—and where she could taste the savory fruits of success that life had bestowed upon her.

Three years ago at the ripe old age of twenty-six, she had become a syndicated columnist for a nationally distributed magazine; at twenty-eight her published collection of feature stories had reached the “you’ve made it now” status of the top ten on the New York Times best-seller list; and last year, she had been considered for a Pulitzer Prize after capturing the moving story of a Dallas schoolteacher’s fight to be reinstated after being fired when her district found out that she was HIV-positive. Though Candace hadn’t won the Pulitzer for that feature, the young columnist was nevertheless making waves in the journalism industry as a voice to be seriously reckoned with. It didn’t matter that she had what was usually considered to be two strikes against her—being both a minority and a woman— because whenever Candace Clark was written on the byline, chances were very good that it was a story worth reading.

She leisurely strolled over to the large bay window next to the bar and gazed outside. It was late April in Houston, and the brightness of the shining sun’s reflection cast shimmering ripples across the top of the water in her backyard pool. Not that she herself swam—the pool was just another fruit of her success—but such amenities would come in handy at times; for example, in a few weeks she would be hosting a reception at her home.

“I’ve become just like my mother in that way,” she told herself, thinking again of how her late mother, Analee Clark, used to sit her down in a chair when she was a little girl to teach her how to be a prim and proper lady at dinner parties. Taught her how, on the night before a gala, to sleep in such a way so as to not mess up the expensive perm in her hair, how to sit with her legs demurely crossed at the ankles, how to wait for others to begin dining before you started eating, which fork and spoon to use, and so on. Somehow Analee had known that her daughter would grow up into a beautiful lady and continue the legacy of the Clark debutante tradition. And so, partly to honor the memory of her mother, Candace would from time to time hold lavish engagements at her home—NAACP fund-raisers, benefits for the Ensemble Theatre, the Urban League, NABJ. Mostly, though, she hosted the extravagant parties because they were wonderful opportunities to network and stay abreast of cultural happenings around the country. She could gather more information for features from just one of her parties than through days of sifting through the latest reports from the AP wire. It never ceased to amaze her how much people loved to dish when you wined and dined them. 

Just below the bar’s counter was a beehive-shaped cluster of bottle racks that held only nonalcoholic beverages. Her choice of beverages was deliberate; when she was growing up, she had one too many uncles who excessively indulged in alcohol. One haunting memory from her adolescence was of an uncle’s trying to force himself on her in a drunken stupor. Ever since that day merely the smell of alcohol justifiably repulsed her.

Now, she retrieved a sparkling apple cider, removed the cork from the bottle, and half filled a tumbler that was already on the counter. To her surprise, all the fond recollections of her mother had caused tears to well up at the corners of her eyes. She quickly dabbed them away.

God, it seems like just yesterday . . .

“Here’s to you, Analee,” she whispered, raising the glass. Her mind’s eye could vividly see the petite, lithe woman who had poured so much love and knowledge into her life. “Here’s to everything that you’ve given me.” It was a fitting, commemorative toast to a touching occasion, and as Candace took a sip of the bubbling drink she couldn’t help but notice the twinge of sadness that was tugging at her heart. It would be six years to the day next Thursday that Analee had lost her valiant battle with breast cancer.

“Get it together, Candi,” she encouragingly and firmly said to herself after drinking the last drops of cider from the tumbler. “Tasha’s the emotional basket case, not me.”

“THAT’S ALL THE TIME I have, people,” Jermaine announced as he prepared the send-off to the broadcast. “So until we talk again, remember to be good to yourself, work hard before you play hard, treat your mama right, and if you can’t say something nice . . .”

At this moment, he pressed the button for the recording of what could only be described as a ghetto-fied, high-pitched squeal of a voice (an animated Chris Tucker, perhaps) shouting, “then keep your mouth shut!”

Taking off his headset, he swiveled around in his chair and confidently strolled to the door of KKTL’s recording studio. The station manager, Vic Trevino, was waiting in the hallway with a high five for his star host.

“You’re on top of the game as always, my man! Muy bien, muy bien. Our numbers for the last quarter were off the charts again—the best ratings in Orange County!” The short, fiery Hispanic man shook his head then, wagging his finger and playfully giving Jermaine the kind of look a school principal ordinarily would give a tardy student. “I’m warning you, though. You keep this kind of behavior up and you’re going to force me to restructure our entire budget just to keep you on the payroll.”

“Hey Vic—you just do what you need to do,” Jermaine countered as he flashed his trademark winning smile. “Because I’m gonna handle my business, you can best believe that.”

Vic laughed quickly. A little too quickly, almost. “Oh I believe that, my man. I certainly do.” The manager stole a glance over his shoulder, a little guiltily, then inched closer to Jermaine. “In fact, since I know how well you’re gonna handle your business, I gotta little something for you,” he said, lowering his voice, not that there was a need to, since they were the only ones in the hallway. Jermaine arched an eyebrow slightly—otherwise his face was a blank slate. Favors offered to him under-the-table and special unsolicited treatment were nothing new anymore. His growing clout was making him A-list; just last week he had strolled into Spago Beverly Hills without a reservation, yet still managed to be seated in the finest booth in the restaurant.

Vic produced two tickets from his inside coat pocket and handed them to Jermaine. “These are for the Lakers’ play-off game this Sunday, my friend.”

Jermaine barely even looked at the purple-and-gold-trimmed pieces of paper. “I already got tickets, Vic.”

“Yeah?” The manager didn’t even blink, didn’t miss a beat. “But did I mention where these seats are located? Courtside, amigo. Right behind Jack Nicholson himself.”

Jermaine turned to Vic with a wide smile. “Now that’s what I’m talking about.” He delicately lifted the tickets from Vic’s hand like they were precious, rare, imported diamonds. “And this is my reward for simply taking care of business?”

“That’s right.” He approvingly held out his hands in the manner of a proud padre. “That’s all I’m asking for, my friend.”

Jermaine, of course, knew better than that. By now it was commonly known throughout the industry that his own agent was fielding offers from various radio and television studios since his two-year contract with KKTL was set to expire in December. Vic had more than enough reason to be worried about losing his most visible employee to these tempting opportunities, so in hopes of re-signing his star he had been handling Jermaine with royal treatment from the year’s onset.

“Muchas gracias, Vic.”

“Aha!” The proud padre became even prouder. “So you have been listening to that easy-learning Spanish tape I gave you, hmm?”

“Yeah, but I’m only using it for the parts that let me rap to those fine Latino mamas in East L.A.”

They both shared a good laugh over that one, although as Jermaine moved on down the hallway, he thought Vic’s facial expression still seemed a bit strained. 

THE SNARLED TRAFFIC ON Interstate 5 forced Jermaine’s onyx-black Cadillac Escalade into an insulting crawl as he traveled away from downtown Los Angeles, heading north to a studio address in Burbank. According to his agent, he was scheduled to do a taped interview for some late-night television show, but that certainly didn’t mean that he was in a big rush. Not only was he unsure as to which show it was; he honestly didn’t care, either. It was all becoming one big continual bore to him, this unending life under a microscope of celebrity. Host a benefit dinner here, attend a movie premiere there, shake a few hands back over there again and please, Mr. Hill, don’t forget to smile for the camera right here.

The people pulling on his time and skyrocketing fame had no clue as to who he really was. If you read the New Yorker, then you knew Jermaine Hill to be the larger-than-life motivational guru with the golden voice and requisite sex appeal to be a bona fide star. Vibe described him as having the political savvy of Tavis Smiley delivered with a Master P hip-hop blend. And word on the street had it that he was slated to be on the cover of the next issue of Ebony magazine.

“All this fame,” he ruefully thought to himself. “And don’t nobody have a clue . . .”

The ring of his cell phone interrupted the tap-tap-tap of his fingers drumming on the soft leather of the steering wheel. In this bumper-to-bumper traffic, he had been monitoring how quickly the Escalade’s gas gauge was plummeting toward empty. He swore the thing was the equivalent of an automotive black hole when it came to gas mileage, but it was all about keeping up appearances now. It wouldn’t do for him to still be rolling in that ’92 Toyota he had been driving when he was first hired on at KKTL.

“Jermaine Hill. Speak to me.”

“J! Where you at, man?” It was his do-everything agent, Mario Jordan—better known as Super Mario to the industry people who over the years had observed the merciless manner in which he brokered deals and negotiated contracts. “You’ve got the brass at NBC sweatin’ through those buttonhole suits, wondering where you are. The taping starts in sixty!”

“Mario, my bad, man, but I’m not going anywhere right now. Traffic on the Golden State is backed up for days.”

“You’re on the Golden State?” Mario cursed. “Reports say there’s an eighteen-wheeler overturned just after Ventura.”

“That explains why this road looks like the parking lot at the Rose Bowl with all these jammed cars. Hey listen, let’s just cancel and do the show later.” That was really what he wanted to do anyway. He was sick of all these celebrity obligations.

“No, J, we can’t do that. They’ve been running promo spots for this for two weeks. We’ll be blacklisted if we back out now. Wait a minute, wait a minute. Just thought of something. Are you close to Colorado?”

“Yeah. I’m just past Griffith Park. That’s the next exit.”

“Okay, okay. This might work, this might work. Listen, take Colorado, hang a right, and park in that empty lot next to the Best Western. I’ll take care of everything from there.”

“Whaddya mean, you’ll take care of everything from there? I’m telling you, there’s no way I can make it on time.”

“Now there’s where you’re wrong, J. Hey, they don’t call me Super Mario for nothing—don’t forget that I’m worth every penny that comes my way.”

Yeah . . . and most of them pennies be comin’ out of my pocket . . . “Alright, fine. But don’t keep me in the dark on this. What happens after that? What’s the big plan?”

Mario confidently laughed. It was the knowing and shrewd sound of a man with more tricks up his sleeve than Houdini. “Just watch for the helicopter, J. I’ve got a friend of mine from LAX flying in to pick you up as we speak.”

“Ah, friends,” Jermaine mockingly thought as he clicked off his cell phone. It was almost laughable how they had a way of coming out of the woodwork when you were the current flavor of the month.
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THE INCREASING NUMBER OF African-American press imprints popping up around the country and the rise of e-commerce as a legitimate consumer option all had spelled out golden opportunity for Myra Washington. Because by her fortieth birthday, she had made the frightening discovery that there really was a glass ceiling preventing her from rising any higher in corporate America. Frightening indeed, because she certainly had not gone to Spelman College in Atlanta, majored in speech communication, and graduated with honors just to type letters and fetch coffee all day. Especially for some backwater company that could care less about who she was as an individual or what she had to offer them.

So after a life-changing weekend attending one of T. D. Jakes’s mega Woman Thou Art Loosed! conferences at the Georgia Dome, she had been motivated to stir up the faith lying dormant inside her and pursue a dream that had first taken root while she was co-editing The Messenger, Spelman’s alumnae publication, during her senior year. That had been back in the 1980s, when the chances of a black woman making significant strides in the white-collar world of journalism were as realistic as a fly not being noticed in a tray of buttermilk. Yes, Myra had the door-opening powers of a college degree and she by no means lacked ambition or determination, but she also had . . . a baby boy. Tyrone Jr. The first Tyrone, that fast-talking, fine-looking brother she had met during her sophomore year, had swept her off her feet with his promises to “show her a good time” while in college. Well, who was she in 1978 to know the conniving ways of college men? Who was she but a country girl from Macon whose previous experience of a “good time” was an awkward, hurried French kiss on her prom night in the back of her uncle’s barn? Good time, her behind.

So, saddled with little Tyrone Jr., upon graduation she was faced with the daunting prospect of not only landing a job, but also landing one quickly at that. After a few weeks, she had managed to find an administrative position that, while having no relevance to her communications degree, at least paid the bills. As the years passed, though, the lightbulb illuminating her college dream had depressingly waxed dimmer and dimmer.

Eighteen long, patience-building years later she was freed at last, financially speaking. Her little baby Tyrone had grown up, graduated from high school, and was now on his way to Quantico, Virginia, to begin a career in the Marine Corps. She would worry about him even more now that he was in the armed forces, but that automatically came with the job description of being a mother. She imagined that she would fret over her baby boy until the day she died. However, the Marines were taking care of Tyrone now, so the little extra money she had saved could finally be put to use pursuing her dream of running her very own magazine.

And so pursue she had. Song of Solomon had been launched in the summer of 2001 and while the unique name alone attracted many curious readers, the success of the magazine’s format—blending spiritual themes with current societal issues—helped to retain those same readers. Now just three years into publication, Myra felt that all her magazine lacked was that one big, groundbreaking story to take it to the forefront of the urban market share. And with the phone call she had just received this late April afternoon, she was beginning to see a golden opportunity all over again.

“Xavier, are you sure your info is correct?” Her voice, suddenly breathless, was full of nervous anticipation as she spoke over the phone to her West Coast features reporter, Xavier Rollins. He was not only the magazine’s prayer intercessor, but he was equally adept at digging up noteworthy background material for the magazine.

“Myra, I’m positive. This is coming straight from Mario Jordan’s own mouth. He says the exclusive to publish the feature is open to any magazine, with one exception—Mario has the final choice on the writer.”

For months now, the nation’s top magazines had been in an intense bidding war, behind closed doors and off the record, over the rights to an all-access interview with Jermaine Hill. This meant the chance to go everywhere the star speaker went—documenting all his public appearances and in effect becoming his personal, journalistic shadow for two weeks.

“Whomever Mario wants to write it doesn’t matter! We’re prepared to spare no expenses over the chance to land this one—this is going to be the biggest interview of the year!”

“The guy knows that. That’s why he’s letting it be known that whoever ultimately lands this story will be the one who can also land Candace Clark.”

“But . . . but that’s Ebony’s girl!” Myra exclaimed as she started to get a sickening feeling in the pit of her stomach. “She does that column for them and everything.”

“Yeah, she writes for them, but technically she’s not under contract when it comes to interviews like this. She’s a freelancer, and from what I’ve been hearing, she’s been looking to expand her options.”

“How so?”

“Well, my sources tell me—”

“Oh, here we go again with you and your sources!”

Xavier laughed. “This is how the game is played, Myra. Remember? Anyway, my sources are telling me that she likes to take a chance every now and then, if the opportunity is right.”

“If the opportunity is right? This story is not even close to being a chance. It’s the single biggest scoop of the year. Why would an accomplished writer like her leave the comfort zone of the big-names and write this under Song of Solomon?”

“Listen to this—I have very good information that from time to time she likes to write for the lesser-known, independent magazines. I guess it appeals to her in some way. She’s gotten her fame from her best-selling book and all, but it’s not a coincidence that the column that got her nominated for the Pulitzer was written in a small Dallas medical journal.” 

“So what are you saying?”

“I’m saying that she’s not a lock to write this story for the big-names like you’re automatically assuming. And not only that, I think if you go to Houston and personally talk to her, you just may be surprised with what you find out.”

THE SOFT, STIRRING SOUNDS coming faintly from the young woman lying next to him meant that she hadn’t fallen asleep just yet. And Jermaine was going to make sure that she didn’t, either. To him, there was nothing worse than having to make small talk in the morning and pretend that what had just happened was anything more than a one-night stand.

He roughly nudged her bare shoulder with his hand, causing a sleepy moan to come from her. He had met the woman, who said she was an actress (weren’t they all?), while at a party in North Hollywood earlier that day. After the third round of drinks, one thing had led to another and the next thing both of them knew, they were in bed together. For her, sleeping with the one and only Jermaine Hill was probably something she’d proudly retell with a warped sense of pride to all her girlfriends; for him, it had been just another way to pass the evening.

“Hey, baby, you up?” He vaguely remembered her name started with a D, but he had forgotten what. Or more likely, he had never asked in the first place.

“Mmm . . . yeah. Where’s my clothes?”

“Think you left them in the bathroom.”

“Okay. Mmm . . . yeah, that’s right. Thanks, Jermaine. Oh honey, you were . . . awesome.”

Jermaine rolled his eyes and turned on his back as the girl slowly and somewhat dreamily made her way to the bathroom. She turned on the light and closed the door.

He got up seconds later, stretched, and strolled to his balcony patio overlooking the vast, scenic Hollywood Hills. The small one-bedroom condominium was not much for size, but the enviable location made it the perfect bachelor pad for just about any guy in the world looking to have a good time whenever he wanted. Tonight, the ivory- and golden-hued moon high above the Pacific Southwest was just a half-crescent, though it still reflected enough light to brilliantly illuminate the rolling hills and coarse terrain of the valley. And it was at that moment, leaning against the wooden railing of his deck, that Jermaine was once again left to wonder what in the world he was doing wrong.

What am I missing? Don’t I have it all? People would kill to be me . . . and I would kill . . . to stop being me . . . The thought was so unbelievably ironic that he would have laughed out loud if it hadn’t also been so frighteningly close to the truth.

When he was a kid, his Aunt Bell had tended to be overprotective about which influences he was exposed to, in effect limiting his life to a strict circle of school, church, and some occasional sporting events. But talk about your reverse effects—all that had succeeded in doing was to create an overpowering thirst in his mind to truly see the world—a thirst to catch up on everything he missed while being raised under the iron grip of stringent religious doctrine, to experience all the thrills he could now squeeze out of the rest of his life. So he craved the fame. Sought the money. Romanced the girls. And by all accounts, he had been successful in all three categories.

So why . . . am I still . . . not happy?

“Jermaine?” D-whatever-her-name-was stepped out onto the balcony, clad now in the flimsy, red cocktail dress she had been wearing when they first met. “Honey, are you sure you don’t want me to stay longer? I don’t mind spending the night.”

“No, I got some things I need to do,” he replied tersely, not even bothering to look back at her.

She came up close behind him and touched him on the shoulder. “Well, alright then. Until next time . . .”

Jermaine was sure there wouldn’t be a next time, but there wasn’t any point in telling her.

AN HOUR LATER, as he slowly cruised down Sunset Boulevard with his tinted windows all the way up, the plan slithered its way into his mind again. It had never really wandered from his thoughts in the first place after disguising itself as a harmless little idea at Ronny and Eric’s funeral almost a decade ago. And given that many years to develop and fester, it now was an uncontrollable raging monster of suicidal tendencies. Through the distorted eyes of blinding grief, he had viewed his two friends as being in a place where there was no more hurt. No more pain. They had gone and left him behind all alone in this world, and for some reason, it had been an extremely appealing notion if he were to somehow join them.

They say only crazy people contemplate suicide . . .

If all the millions of people that listened to his show knew what he was contemplating at the moment, they would probably renounce him as a star motivational guru, or whatever it was they had dubbed him.

That’s right, America. Call me crazy. Stark, raving, time-for-the-straitjacket crazy . . . 

Glancing at the speedometer on the Escalade, he wondered how fast he could push the expensive SUV if he were on an open road—one of those hilly, curvy California freeways that skirted the Pacific Ocean. That had become the new plan, because the idea involving the .22 was just too grisly. And too messy. Driving off a cliff at a hundred and twenty miles an hour sounded much easier, if indeed such things could be termed easy.

He pulled off to the side of the road and turned down the volume on the radio, not caring to be entertained anymore by music. At the moment, the radio stations in Orange County weren’t satisfying his musical tastes, anyway. He had been a large collector and lover of jazz back in college, from the greats like Dizzy, Thelonius Monk, and Louis Armstrong to Charlie Parker, Count Basie, George Benson, and the early Quincy Jones. Back then, life had seemed simpler, truer, freer. To be completely surrounded by great thinkers and creative geniuses at that time in his young adult life had been water to his thirsty soul. At no time before or since had he been around so many black folk who challenged him to excel in both the classroom and life.

Two in particular, Ronny Mayfield and Eric Swann, he had met at a Greek party on campus during his freshman year. All of them had grown up in the D.C. area, Ronny from the Lafayette Courts in Baltimore and Eric from the Edgewood Terrace housing projects in D.C. Jermaine himself had originally been born in Brooklyn, but had been raised by his Aunt Bell in Baltimore from the age of three when his own crack-addicted parents couldn’t stay clean long enough to care for him.
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