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PROLOGUE


Canon


At 20 Years Old


I t’s the magic hour.


Gold dust smatters the horizon, gilding the fine line dividing earth and sky, bathing the shore in light and shimmer.


“It never gets old,” my mother whispers, the awe in her eyes as new as the unfolding sunset.


After a thousand sunsets from a thousand rickety piers, she, a veteran photographer, still holds on to wonder for this view.


A brisk breeze slips beneath my unzipped windbreaker.


“It is beautiful, but we should probably go inside. It’s getting cool out here.”


“It’s not cool out here.” Mama’s eyes, alive in her weary face, snap to meet mine. “Don’t treat me like an invalid, Canon.”


“I’m not. I . . . I’m not.” I study the wheelchair she spends most of her days in now, the camera in her lap, cradled lovingly in unsteady hands. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to.”


The irritation eases from her expression a little, but her lips remain set. “Ever really consider that word? Invalid? In-valid. Because someone can’t walk or get around easily, we invalidate them? We don’t see them, don’t respect their wishes?”


“Ma, I didn’t mean to do that. We been out here for a while. It’s been a long day and I just want it to end well.”


The camera, when she lifts it to her eyes and aims it at the sun, shakes in her tenuous hold until her tightening grip steadies it. “Every day that ends with me still breathing has ended well.”


Her words grind into my heart and I draw a sharp breath through my nose, never prepared for the idea that my mother won’t always be around. May not be around much longer.


“Don’t talk like that, Ma.” I shift my feet, feeling as unsteady as the waves lapping at the legs of the pier.


She tears her eyes away from the camera, from the burnished horizon, to cast me a shrewd glance and scoffs. “Boy, we all gonna die. Question is, how did you live? Did you live or just wait for death to come? Not me. I ain’t waiting for nothing.”


She turns back to the sunset. “Except this. I’ll wait for the magic hour every time. It’s waiting for a miracle, but knowing it’ll come through. Like clockwork, it’ll come through. A miracle you can count on.”


I don’t have the heart to tell her I’ve given up on miracles. She’d only say I’m too young to abandon faith and hope and the luxury of naiveté, but the disease ravaging my mother’s body has accelerated her aging and mine.


“Where’s your camera?” she asks, her sudden question finding me over the sound of sloshing waves.


I slide the backpack from my shoulders and pull out my handheld video camera. I know what she wants. More and more she’s been documenting this journey of hers. Of ours. While it hurts to hear some of the things she tells the camera, things she doesn’t say to me, I never stop her. I’m always ready to capture every word, every glance from the remarkable woman who raised me.


“You are my boy for sure. Couldn’t ever find me without my camera either.” She peers over the camera, up at me. “It’s the love of my life, but as much as you love your art, Canon, I want you to find someone you can love more.”


I laugh and taste salty air. “You didn’t, but you want me to?”


A sad smile sketches fine-line parentheses around her mouth. “We always want more for our children than we had.”


I won’t tell her that me loving someone more than my art would take a miracle. Life has stolen enough of my mother’s illusions. I can’t bring myself to take more.


I turn the camera on. I turn it on her.


“Oh good. It’s on?” She lowers her camera and squints into mine, resolve as bright in her eyes as the sinking sun setting the ocean on fire. “ ’Cause I got something to say.”









PROLOGUE


Neevah


At 18 Years Old


I should have known this day would suck.


At breakfast, I knocked over the salt. Late for school, I paused long enough to scoop up a handful and toss it over my shoulder to counter the bad luck, but the damage had already been done.


First period, Mr. Kaminsky called on me just when I realized I’d left my AP English assignment at home. At lunch, I dropped my tray, spilling chocolate milk, mashed potatoes, and my fruit cup all over the cafeteria floor. And the worst part of this day? I dropped a line in rehearsal for the final school play, Our Town. I had that monologue down. How did I forget?


“Do any human beings ever realize life while they live it?” I recite my character Emily’s words under my breath and pull Mama’s old Camry into our driveway. “Every, every minute?”


I scoured my brain for those words, but for the life of me couldn’t find them anywhere when I needed them. I even knew the line that came next, the stage manager’s response, his answer to the question I couldn’t come up with.


“Saints and poets maybe.”


The theater department is the best thing about our little high school. I wouldn’t have a full scholarship offer to the Rutgers drama program without everything the drama club and classes have taught me.


I put the car in park and bang my head against the steering wheel, still mad about forgetting those lines today. “Damn salt.”


When I look up, Brandon’s F-150 is parked up ahead under our car porch. My boyfriend—correction, my fiancé since we got engaged over Christmas—always seems to come right when I need him. He’s not thrilled about the Rutgers offer, even though I haven’t decided if I’ll go or not. He hopes I’ll attend a school closer to home, though none of them have offered to pay my way. Despite our recent tension over my future plans, this bad day just got better knowing he’s inside waiting, even though I didn’t expect him.


I love it when he comes over after his shift at Olson’s, his daddy’s garage, where he’s a mechanic. Brand’s got a knack for cars—always has. When no football scholarships came through, he took it in stride and started working at Olson’s without complaint. He always smells like Irish Spring, the soap he uses to wash up after work. No matter how hard he scrubs, stubborn traces of grease usually stick under his nails and in the creases of his hands. I don’t mind as long as his hands are on me.


Brand was my first. My only. Secretly, I’ve been leaning toward staying, maybe studying drama at our community college instead of going up north because I can’t stand the thought of being away from him four years.


I hop out and head for our ranch-style brick house.


“I’m home!” I pocket my keys and close the front door behind me.


Brandon always waits in the living room. Mama would skin us alive if she ever found us in my bedroom, though we’ve gotten away with it a time or two.


I head up the hall, stopping short when I see my sister, Terry, seated beside him on the couch. They were both juniors when I started high school. Terry is so beautiful, everyone tries at least once with her, but as far as I know, Brandon never has. I couldn’t believe it when he asked me, a freshman, out.


“Hey, guys.” I walk in and flop onto the couch since they’re squeezed onto the love seat. Brandon holds himself stiffly beside her, sitting straight as a pole, fists clenched in his lap. Terry, with her quick smile and that fat ass, is the life of every party, but right now her brows pinch, her face twisted with what looks like misery.


“Who died up in here?” I blow out a laugh, which fades when Terry’s eyes drop to her lap, and Brandon looks away altogether. My father died of a heart attack when I was twelve. I’ve been paranoid about losing someone else ever since.


“Did somebody die?” I sit up straight, fear thinning my voice. “Mama? Aunt Alberta?”


“No,” Terry cuts in. “Ain’t nothing like that. We, uh . . .” She shakes her head, presses her lips together, and closes her eyes.


“We have something to tell you.” Brandon’s voice is gravelly, grave. “We . . . well, Terry—”


“I’m pregnant.”


Her words drop like a stone into the small living room, and I blink at her stupidly. For a second, even though I know this must be the last thing Terry wants since she just finished cosmetology school, I feel joy. I’m going to be an auntie! Terry and I have laid on my bed dreaming on Saturday afternoons about my wedding to Brandon, and how I’d probably have babies before she did because she’d take forever to settle down. We’d laugh, me on the floor between her knees while she braided my hair.


The joy, short-lived, evaporates like steam exposed to air.


We have something to tell you, Brandon said.


We.


They are not a we. Brandon and I are a we. Terry and I are a we, but they’ve never been joined by anything but me.


“W-what’s going on?” I sputter. “Why are you . . . what do you mean . . .”


That’s all I can manage before my voice gives up. My insides turn to rock, bracing for something my brain hasn’t caught up to yet.


“It’s mine,” Brandon chokes out. Jaw flexing, he reaches up to massage the back of his neck and stands, pacing in front of the fireplace. I catch sight of the gold frames lining the mantel, some so old they’re tarnished, all displaying photos of my family. Several of me and Terry. From snaggle-toothed and pigtailed to celebrating and sullen. A parade of stages and years and emotions we’ve experienced together. Sisters.


My sister is pregnant by my fiancé.


We.


A landslide of fury and confusion and hurt crush my insides to rubble.


“No.” I shake my head, stand, and back away a few feet, putting space between me and these traitors. These selfish traitors who were supposed to be mine, not each other’s. “When?”


“The first time,” Terry says. “We—”


“The first time?” I hurl the words at her, outrage and pain wrestling for dominance in my heart. “How many . . . how long . . . What have you done, Terry?”


I turn wet eyes, blurred with tears and burning with anger, to Brandon. “What have you done?” I ask him, too, unsure whom I hate most right now. Who has hurt me the most.


“You weren’t ready,” Brandon’s voice is defensive and laced with blame. “I told you it’s hard for a guy to wait, but you . . . you weren’t ready.”


He was older and all his friends were having sex with their girls, but I wouldn’t be rushed. He begged, telling me how tough it was for guys to go without. I felt guilty and he felt frustrated, but we got through it. He waited until I was ready, and it was worth it. It was good—at least, I’d thought so. I never suspected he cheated. And with my sister?


“That was almost two years ago, Brand,” I shout. “You’ve been fucking Terry since my junior year?”


Terry’s eyes, widened with panic, shoot to the living room entrance. “Shhhh! Jesus, Neev. You want the whole neighborhood to hear?”


“Really, T? That’s your main concern? I’m pretty sure everybody’ll know soon enough. Unless you plan to—”


“It was one time,” Brandon interrupts, eyes pleading. “The summer before we . . . before you and me started doing it. It was an accident. I told her it could never happen again, and it didn’t.”


“I’m not great at science,” I say, sarcasm pushing its way through the pain. “But it must have happened again if she’s just now turning up pregnant two years later.”


Their guilty quiet following my words suffocates even the faintest hope for a miracle. For the impossibility that it had only been once, which is bad enough, but to think they would do it again. That he’d do it when I thought we were happy. That she’d do it when she’s my sister and she knew. She knew how much I loved Brandon. How could she not have known, and how could she do this to me?


“It’s only been the last few weeks,” Terry admits, tears slipping from the corners of her eyes. “You gotta believe that I never—”


“I ain’t gotta believe nothing,” I spit at her.


“You’ve been rehearsing so much for the play,” Brandon says.


“So again it’s my fault?” A derisive laugh leaps out. “I have to rehearse after school for a play a few days a week and you can’t keep your dick away from my sister?”


“Neev, damn!” Terry shoots to her feet, a scowl marring the smooth prettiness of her face. “Keep your voice down.”


We’re all standing now, the tension triangulating between the three of us. I’ve wrapped myself in anger, but the protective layers are fraying, and pain, sharper and heavier than I think I can take, pounds in my temples and thunders behind my ribs. My knees wobble and my head spins.


I could faint.


I rack my brain for a play where a character faints, and all I can come up with is Shakespeare’s The Two Gentlemen of Verona, and that’s such a bad example. This is the last thing I should be thinking about while my life burns to the ground in my living room, but somehow it refocuses me.


I still have the stage.


Here I was considering staying, giving up my scholarship, possibly my dream of performing someday on Broadway, for him. For this. There’s an acceptance letter in my desk drawer to a great theater program. My ticket out of here. My passport out of what has become hell. Rutgers can pay for a fresh start, far away from here; from them. From this wicked we staring at me with lying, tear-drenched eyes.


It feels like they’ve taken everything, but they haven’t. I have a lot.


I have opportunity.


A weird calm falls over me. It doesn’t dull the throbbing, pulsing pain in my chest, or ease the churning nausea in my stomach—I’ll throw up when I make it to my room—but it does give me the strength to do what needs to be done.


Leave.









 


 


“Jazz washes away the dust of everyday life.”


—Art Blakey, Renowned Drummer









ONE


Canon


(Present Day)


I blink when the lights come up in the Walter Reade Theater, brightness assaulting my eyes after nearly two hours spent sitting in the dark. The packed room seems to draw a collective breath and then release it as thunderous applause. And then they stand. I’m sure some folks stay seated, but I only see a roomful of people standing, clapping for the documentary I poured the last three years of my life into. Warmth crawls up my neck and over my face. I will myself not to squirm in the director’s chair set center stage. It’s not my first time screening a documentary at the New York Film Festival, but I’ll never get used to the attention. I’m much more at home behind the camera than in front of an audience. I’m like Mama in that way.


I hope I’m like her in a thousand ways.


Charles, the moderator, clears his throat and shoots me a grin, mouthing I told you so.


I roll my eyes and concede his point with a dip of my head and a wry smile. He predicted a standing ovation for Cracked, my documentary examining America’s war on drugs, mandatory minimums, and mass incarceration, and contrasting the current largely suburban opioid crisis.


My usual lighthearted fare.


I gesture for everyone to sit, and for a few seconds they ignore me, until in small waves, they take their seats.


“I think they liked it,” Charles says into his handheld mic, causing a ripple of laughter through the theater.


“Maybe.” I look out to the crowd. “But I’m sure they have questions.”


Do they ever.


For the next hour, the questions come in a quick succession of unrelenting curiosity and mostly admiration. A few challenge my largely critical stance of the government’s so-called War on Drugs. I’m not sure if they’re merely playing devil’s advocate, or actually believe the points they raise. Doesn’t matter. I enjoy a good debate, and don’t mind having it with three hundred people watching. It’s a great chance to further clarify my points, my beliefs. And maybe learn something in the process. We aren’t usually one hundred percent right or informed on anything. Even if I don’t agree with someone, I never discount the opportunity to learn something I hadn’t considered.


When I’m sure we’ve exhausted this discussion and I can start thinking about the mouthwatering steak I’ve promised myself, another person approaches the mic set up in the aisle.


“One last question,” Charles says, pointing to the freckled guy with red hair who’s sporting a Biggie T-shirt.


“I’m a huge fan of your work, Mr. Holt,” he begins, his blue eyes fixed and intense.


“Thanks.” I ignore my stomach’s protest. “ ’Preciate that.”


“As much as I love your documentaries,” he continues, “I miss your feature films. Did the experience with Primal put you off directing movies?”


Shit.


I do not talk about that disaster. It’s been discussed enough without me ever addressing it publicly. Everyone knows not to ask me about that movie. And this little joker has the balls to ask me now? After a standing ovation at the New York Film Festival for the hardest documentary I’ve ever made?


“Some stories should be told by other people,” I say, keeping my tone flat and shrugging philosophically. “You find the stories you’re supposed to tell and move on if it becomes clear a story is not for you. It’s not personal.”


“So I think that does it,” Charles says. “Thank you all for—”


“But it was personal,” Redhead cuts in over Charles’s attempt to shut him down, pressing on despite the color flushing his cheeks. “I mean, you were dating Camille Hensley, and when you guys broke up, she had you fired from the movie. Does it get more personal? Do you have advice for us young filmmakers who might find ourselves in similar awkward situations?”


Yeah, don’t fuck your actress.


I don’t say that out loud, of course, though it is the lesson I learned the hard, humiliating way.


“I guess the lesson is that art takes precedence over everything.” I force an even tone. “That story turned out exactly as it was supposed to . . .”


Trash.


“And performed the way it was supposed to . . .”


Flopped.


“Without me. I think we all know personal involvements can complicate what is already the hardest thing I’ve ever done—make great movies, whether they’re true stories of lives ruined by a government’s ill-conceived policies.”


I gesture to the large screen with the Cracked logo behind me.


“Or stories born purely from imagination. Storytelling is sacred. Story must be protected, at all costs. Sometimes at personal cost, so when it became apparent my involvement with that project could potentially compromise the story, I bowed out.”


Railroaded is a more accurate description for how Camille leveraged her mega-star status to get me off the project. The movie being butchered by the new director and the rotten tomatoes hurled at the film did little to soothe that wound. I didn’t need the movie’s failure to vindicate me. I knew I should not have mixed it up with Camille. Not even great pussy is worth a wasted opportunity.


But it’s hard to call anything “wasted” when you learn your lesson this well.
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“You looked like you were two seconds off jacking redhead up.”


Monk’s comment makes me grin, but I’m too focused on my crab cake to speak. After all that craving for steak, P.J. Clarke’s crab cake turned me.


“I mean, it did take balls to ask.” Monk winks and takes a bite of his steak.


“Punk ass is lucky he’s still got ’em.” I wipe my mouth and toss the napkin onto the table. “He’s gotta know I don’t talk about that shit.”


“You’ve barely talked to me about Primal, much less a roomful of strangers, so I thought you not strangling him on the spot was damn near commendable.”


“Hmmm.” I offer a grunt in case Monk gets it in his head that I want to discuss this further. I do not. Primal is a sore spot. I’ve built my career and reputation on thoughtful, groundbreaking documentaries. When I direct features, it’s because the material grips my imagination and incites my convictions. Primal is a reminder that I strayed from that once and paid in pride. I wasn’t lying up there. Storytelling is sacred to me. Jeopardizing my integrity as a storyteller for a woman?


Won’t happen again.


“I get the message,” Monk says, taking a sip of his beer. “You don’t want to talk about Primal, so let’s talk about your next movie. I know you’re into that.”


I glance up from my plate and nod. I believe in economy of words. Talking too much usually means saying things I didn’t want to or shouldn’t have.


“I’ve got a million ideas about the score,” he continues, not waiting for me to speak.


Wright “Monk” Bellamy is one of the best musicians I’ve ever met. He plays several instruments, but piano is what he’s best known for. His obsession with Thelonious Monk gained him the moniker, and his towering skill as a pianist backs it up. He’s that rare classically trained beast who can seamlessly cross into pop, contemporary, jazz. You name the genre. He can probably hang.


“So you are free to work on the movie?” I take a sip of my Macallan. I didn’t realize how anxious I was about the documentary’s reception until that standing O. Most of the tension drained out of me after that. This drink is handling what’s left.


“I can shuffle a few things.” Monk’s dark eyes twinkle with humor. “For the right price.”


He’s as intense as I am, but he disguises it with a laid-back persona and good-natured smile. I don’t care enough to disguise anything. You get what you get.


“We got budget,” I mutter. “This time. I hope I don’t regret letting Evan convince me to do this with Galaxy Studios.”


“It’s a period piece. And a huge one at that. Considering the costuming, production, scope of this thing, it ain’t gonna be cheap. Evan was right to go the studio route.”


“I’m sure he’ll be pleased to hear it. Though if there’s one thing you never have to tell Evan, it’s that he’s right.”


My production partner, Evan Bancroft, deserves a lot of credit for our success. He “indulges” me my documentaries, and makes the films between count, ensuring the movies we do make us a lot of money. The guy’s too smart to be poor. Not that he’s ever been. Evan grew up in the business with a screenwriter for a mother and a cinematographer for a father. He bleeds film.


“Still no closer to finding your star?” Monk asks.


I put the drink down and lean back in my chair, watching Lincoln Center glow through the window as the first layer of darkness blankets the city. Finding a great story is only the first hurdle. Getting the money to make it? That’s another. Casting the right actors—one of the most important steps in the dozens you take to make or ruin a film.


“I’ll know her when I see her,” I tell him.


“How many have you seen so far? A hundred?”


“The studio put out this huge casting call that’s been a joke. I like to be a lot more precise than this. It’s a waste of time and money, if you ask me, but they didn’t. They just started looking at all these actresses who are totally wrong for the role.”


“Well, in their defense, you have been searching for six months without one callback, so they’re probably just trying to help this baby along.”


“But it’s my baby.” I glare at the passersby on the street like they’re the suits safely ensconced in their Beverly Hills homes. “I found this story in the middle of nowhere. They have no idea what it will take to make it what it should be. All I want is their money, not their ideas.”


“Silly them, thinking they should have some say about how their money is spent.”


“I’ve been doing this a long time. I know how it works, but there are some things I know only with my gut. And casting this movie is one of those things, so I need the studio execs to stay the hell out of my way while I find the right actress.”


“It’s still kind of a miracle how you got Dessi Blue. Like, once-in-a-lifetime.”


I’d been traveling from one interview for Cracked to another. Driving through a rural Alabama town, I almost missed the small roadside marker.


Birthplace of Dessi Blue (1915–2005)


Driving, I didn’t have time to read all the fine print beneath the heading that told more about her life, but the gas station in the tiny town where I stopped was on Dessi Blue Drive. Inside, I asked the cashier about Dessi Blue, and the rest is history. That sent me on the winding road that has brought me to the most ambitious movie I’ve ever attempted—a biopic about the life story of a hugely talented jazz singer most have never heard of and never knew.


“Darren’s writing the script?” Monk’s question jars me from that pivotal memory.


“Uh, actually, no. I really think this story should be written by a woman.” I pause, leaving plenty of room for the bomb I’m about to drop. “I want Verity Hill.”


Monk’s knife stops midslice into his medium-rare steak. He looks up, blinking at me a few times. His knife and fork clatter when he drops them on his plate. A muscle works in his jaw.


“Look, I know you two have a past,” I say.


He answers with scornful laughter and sits back in his chair, making no move to return to his steak.


“You don’t know shit about our past,” he says, his voice even, but his usual good humor absent.


“I know you dated in college and—”


“Don’t speculate, Canon.”


“I mean, she didn’t say it would be a problem for her, so I assumed you’d be—”


“You already asked her? Before you asked me?”


“Sorry, bruh, but the studio was more interested in who would write the script than who’d do the music. She’s in high demand since she won the Golden Globe.”


“Yeah, I get it.”


“I needed to nail her down, get her attached as early as possible.”


“I said I get it.” Monk’s words are diced up into tiny pieces, but it sounds like he’s choking on them. “She’s fine. I’m fine.”


“Yeah, she didn’t seem to have a problem with you.”


“She shouldn’t,” he mutters under his breath, but loud enough for me to hear it.


“So it was a bad breakup?”


“It was college.” Monk picks up his fork and knife, slices into the tender pink meat. “We grown, and we’re professionals.”


“Make sure, because I don’t like personal shit messing up my movies.”


“Oh, you mean like Camille and Primal,” he says with a sudden evil grin.


“Man, if you don’t—”


“Okay, okay.” He puts up both hands in surrender. “You drop Verity and I won’t mention Camille.”


“Bet.” I flick my chin up and lift my empty glass so our server can see I need a refill. “We got our studio. Our writer. Our music. Now if I can just find Dessi. I don’t want to cast the guy until I know who Dessi’ll be. I need to see who she’ll have chemistry with.”


“Makes sense,” Monk says distractedly, looking down at the phone by his plate. “Oh, damn. Good for her.”


“Good for who? What’s up?”


“A few weeks ago, an old friend begged me to step into this gig for him in the Village.” He picks up the phone, smiling. “His wife went into labor and he didn’t want to leave the band hanging.”


“So he asked you?” I blow out an impressed breath. “Must go way back.”


Monk’s a big deal. Asking him to sub at a local gig is like bringing in LeBron for a pickup game on the playground.


“It was fun. Whatever.” Monk shrugs and smirks. “So there’s this chick singing with the band that night and she was phenomenal. Sick with it. Like ‘star’ written all over her. It’s only a matter of time with this one.”


“What’s her name?”


“Oh, you’ve never heard of her. Neevah Saint. I started following her on Instagram after that gig. Anyway, she just posted that she’s in that Broadway play Splendor. She’s an understudy, and apparently the lead actress is on vacation so she’s stepping in tonight for the first time.”


He glances at his watch and then to me. “What you got going on? You wanna catch a show?”


“You think we can get tickets day of? With such short notice?”


He gives me a do you know who I am look. “Bruh, I always got a hookup.”


“I was gonna look at first passes Verity sent over of the script.”


“Screw that. We’re in New York. Come on. You work too hard.”


“Look who’s talking.”


“Yeah, but I play hard, too. Extract the stick from your ass at least for tonight.”


“Wow. You really know how to charm a guy.”


“Bruh, we way past charm. I’m dragging you down to this show.”


I stare glumly into my empty glass. “Aw, hell.”


“Aw, hell, my ass.” He signals to the server who never made it over with my refill. “Check, please.”









TWO


Neevah


“C alling to wish you luck tonight, Neevah. Sorry I can’t be there.”


Listening to my mother’s voicemail, I hear the regret in her voice, but it doesn’t lessen my disappointment that she’s not here.


“I had surgery and you know my knee ain’t been right ever since,” she goes on. “Traveling that long on a bus would be hard. Anyway, I’m so proud of you. We all are. I love you.”


She doesn’t fly.


I’m only in the role for a week.


She has obligations at home.


I rehearse the litany of reasons my mother cannot be here when I need her, like I have many times over the last decade. Like I did my first semester in college. And when I was struggling after graduation. I toured with a play once and we did a show in Charlotte. It was a small role, but Mama came. She beamed with pride over the couple of lines I had onstage for only a few minutes. How would she feel tonight seeing me on Broadway as the star of the show?


“You got this,” my hairstylist and best friend, Takira, says, jarring me from my thoughts and bringing me back to the dressing room as I prepare to go on.


Her words echo the mantra I’ve been chanting internally ever since I found out I’d be stepping in for the lead actress tonight. I’ve actually known for a few weeks because her vacation was planned, but this is the first night I’m actually doing it. On Broadway. Stomach in knots. Possibly vomiting.


“I’m gonna ruin this costume with these big ol’ sweat circles.” I laugh and lift my arms. “My nerves. Oh, my God. I just want to get this over with.”


Takira sticks another pin in to secure the long wig I’m wearing for the part.


“I repeat.” She catches my eyes in the mirror, resting her chin in the crook of my neck and squeezing my shoulders. “You got this. Truth be told, I thought Elise would never go on vacation ’cause she knows her understudy can sing her out of the water and act her under the table. She didn’t want folks seeing how good her backup actually is.” She winks at me. “But tonight they will.”


Will they? I don’t care if anyone thinks I’m better than the principal. I like Elise. She’s truly talented. I just want to get through this and not embarrass the director or let down the cast. Or disappoint the people who paid to see Elise.


“I’ll be right back,” Takira says. “I’m gonna go grab you some of that tea they had in the green room.”


The walls of Elise’s dressing room seem to clamp around me like jaws. While she’s on vacation, I get to borrow hers, but the one I share with three other understudies is a glorified broom closet four flights up. This much larger room is tastefully decorated, with gorgeous rugs, plush furniture, and abstract paintings gracing the walls. Plenty of space for my doubts and fears to make themselves comfortable.


A few minutes later, there’s a knock at the door. The understudies cluster in the hallway, their eyes lit with excitement.


“Good luck out there,” Janie gushes. “There’s nothing like it.”


She’s been on before. As swing, she understudies for several actors, so her chances of getting onstage are greater than mine.


“You guys,” I say. “I’m so nervous.”


“You’re gonna be amazing,” Beth reassures.


They crowd around me with their topknots and varying shades of leotard and sweatpants, squeezing me. I slump into their arms, finding solidarity and a few seconds of borrowed confidence in their tight grip.


“Half an hour, ladies and gents,” the stage manager’s disembodied voice reminds us through the intercom system.


My heartbeat seems to triple.


“Okay. Almost time. Let’s get out of here, girls,” Janie tells the other two understudies.


“It’s your night,” Beth says. “Show ’em what you got.”


“Thanks.” I offer the three of them a smile and wave when they file out of the dressing room. I’m left with my reflection in the mirror and the waiting quiet. I do a few deep breathing exercises, some vocal warm-ups. None of my routines seem to quell the anxiety blossoming in my chest.


Takira opens the door, startling me as she enters carrying a steaming mug.


“Here you go.” She reaches in her bag and pulls out a bottle of water. “Room temperature. Wasn’t sure which you’d prefer so I brought both.”


“Thanks.” I’m mentally rehearsing the monologue from the final act, barely paying attention.


“Let me check your hair one more time and then I’ll leave you alone.” Takira comes over and adjusts a few hairpins. “Your scalp looked good, by the way.”


That does get my attention. I turn to search her face. My hair has been . . . an issue. After showing up for a few gigs and finding no one on set who knew what to do with Black hair, I started making sure I was prepared to do it myself. I found Takira, who has taken care of it recently and helped keep it healthy. I could have handled it tonight, but having her meant one less thing to worry about.


And Takira’s my girl. With so much distance between my family and me—not just the miles separating North Carolina from New York, but the chasm yawning between our hearts—I’ve collected a few good friends through the years. I’ve needed them.


There was a time when I couldn’t imagine a night like this without Mama and Terry, and now it’s hard to see them in any part of my life. Hard for me to imagine fitting into theirs. Especially Terry’s. I have a niece, Quianna, I barely know and can hardly bring myself to look at because each time I do, I see them.


“Stop it,” I tell the girl in the mirror with the heavy stage makeup and the silky wig spilling down her back. “The past is shit. The future is uncertain. All you have is now.”


“That’s what you always say.” Takira laughs, her wide white smile contrasting with her flawless brown skin.


“I literally forgot you were there.” I chuckle, allowing amusement to pierce my nervousness for at least one moment.


“Well, I’m getting out of your hair, so to speak.” She picks up her bag, stuffed with supplies, from the floor and pats her cap of natural curls. “I’ll be watching from the balcony.”


“You’re coming to dinner after, right? I think some of us are heading to Glass House Tavern.”


“Sounds good. I’ll meet you back here.” She grins. “I want to see you signing all the autographs at the stage door.”


“Pffft.” I swallow the anxiety inching up my throat. “I doubt it.”


“This role has never been played by a Black woman.” Takira’s smile fades and her look grows more intent. “Understudy or not, tonight’s a big deal, not just for you, but for the little girls out there who need to see us onstage. Tonight’s not just your night. It’s all of ours.”


I huff out a laugh and rub the back of my neck. “No pressure, huh?”


“Girl, you were born for pressure.” She leans in to lay a kiss on my cheek.


I catch and hold her hand, hold her stare. “Thanks, T, for everything.”


“You know I got you.”


“Fifteen minutes,” comes over the intercom.


Sweat sprouts around my hairline and my breath stutters.


“Bye,” Takira says, and slips from the dressing room.


And then it’s just me, sitting with a cup of tea, room temperature water, and all the possible ways I could screw this up. The faint buzz of preparation beyond my door sifts into the silence. The bees working in the hive backstage while the patrons wait, bellies full from a pre-show dinner, or relaxed after a drink or two. I watch theater on an empty stomach and completely sober. I don’t want a thing dulling my senses or making me slow. There could be something I miss. I consume a show like a starved animal, like a tremoring addict chasing a high. Hard to believe I thought I wanted a different life when now this, performing, is everything to me.


Since graduating from Rutgers, I’ve done regional tours, some commercials, done swing for a couple of smaller shows, but this is my first time stepping onto a Broadway stage. In the years since that awful day with Terry and Brandon, I’ve learned a lot about myself. My view of the world, of what was possible, was so limited then. It’s like I was looking at life with one eye open. I might have stayed in my small town, done community theater, married Brandon and been content with two or three kids. Maybe taught drama at our local high school. That is a path my life could have taken and I might have been fine.


They ran me from that life, though, Terry and Brandon. They kicked me out of the nest and sent me soaring. On some level I’m grateful things happened the way they did, but most times when I think of them, it’s hard to find goodwill, and as much as I hate to admit it, grace has been scarce. A wound left untended festers, and that’s what’s happened with my family.


“Five minutes,” the stage manager intones over the intercom.


I close my eyes, blocking out old hurts and moldy memories. Even cutting off the roads my mind would take to the future and what doing well tonight, this week while Elise is on vacation, could mean for my career. I whittle my thoughts down to one thing.


Splendor.


This play. This character. This performance. This moment.


I’ve been in the wings, backstage every night for months. Always prepared, but never put on. Every line and lyric lives in my pores now, runs through my veins. I want to give myself to that stage tonight. I want to pour out every emotion this story demands.


Theater has the power to transform, to transport. For every person waiting for curtains to rise, this story is the vehicle to escape the mundane, the grind, the pressures life imposes on us. I know because I feel those same pressures. I feel the weight of life and I want to be lifted as badly as they do. For someone tonight, I’m the getaway.


And just like that, my perspective shifts and it’s not about the tightness in my chest or the shortness of breath or the sweat running down my back. It’s not about my fear of what could go wrong for me. It’s about what I can do for them. What we can create together tonight.


I stare at the same girl in the mirror, but now in her eyes, there’s a mingling of peace and fire.


“Places, everyone!” the stage manager urges. “Places!”









THREE


Canon


I prefer film.


I like months to mold a story into my preferred shape, to manipulate with light or reconstruct with editing.


I like takes.


A few chances for my actors to find their best.


I like time.


Theater is immediate. With a movie, I’m bringing something to life. With theater, it’s breathing on me. It’s already alive. I know it takes months, sometimes years bringing a work to the Broadway stage, so I respect the process and appreciate its rigors, but the experience is very different from film.


And I prefer film.


But from the moment she steps onstage, this understudy, something kindles inside me. At first, it’s merely a flicker of recognition. Not that I know her or have seen her before. I recognize this feeling of finding something unexpected and exceptional.


Discovery.


After a while, beauty blurs. In my business, you’ve seen one pretty face . . . so for me, a well-constructed face doesn’t necessarily hold my attention the way it did when I was younger. Surgeons can construct a great face. Beauty can be bought.


This. What she has, what she does, is not about beauty.


She’s attractive, I guess. Even under the thick layer of stage makeup and the wig and the costume, there’s an arresting quality to her.


I mentally strip every performer when I meet them. Remove the makeup, costume, whatever identity they’ve assumed to examine what lies beneath. The bones under the skin. The soul under the flesh. It’s a knee-jerk response after years of casting for movies. I automatically disassemble them into their smallest parts. Even when I’m not working with an actor, I assess them to see what’s there for me to use.


There’s so much here.


If she were a room, all the windows and doors would be flung open. There is an unboundedness to her, even as she exhibits the restraint of craft. She’s obviously well-trained and disciplined, but her spirit gallops like a horse given its head, lengthening the reins until it runs wild. Her face tells the story before she delivers one line. She’s adularescent, the glow of a stone that comes from beneath the surface—like all the brightest parts of her aren’t available to the naked eye, and onstage she brings it out for the audience to see.


For much of the play, she interacts with other characters, but near the middle, the stage clears until she stands alone in the spotlight. The stage is vast, and she seems so small, it could easily swallow her, but it doesn’t. She commands the space, and when she reaches the pivotal monologue, anyone else onstage would only be in her way.


Splendor


There’s splendor in our kisses


And awe in every breath


When you touch me, just like that,


just like that right there, the world stops


Beneath your fingers, I shiver. I crumble. Your caress leaves me boneless, weightless


One glance from you, the sun stands still in my chest


High noon, high rise, high on you


My field of poppies, my field of dreams


My splendor in the grass


Splendor, splendor, splendor


Chase me. Catch me. Wrap me in your fantasies.


Feed me from the storehouse of your love.


Let’s sustain each other. Let’s enjoy each other. Let’s find forever.


Each and every eternity.


I’ll trade my heart for yours.


And we will be splendor, you and me.


She and I are not alone in the theater. I know hundreds of people around me hear her words, too, but somehow, it feels like she delivers the words to me. To only me. I wonder if everyone listening feels that way, too.


That’s the alchemy of this actress. She reaches you. With an audience this large, she makes it personal. In a story that is pretend, she makes it feel true.


And in a moment when I wasn’t looking, I’ve found exactly what I was looking for.









FOUR


Neevah


Wh en the show reaches its climax, at the very end, the song pries the final note from my diaphragm, pulls it from my throat and suspends it—leaves it throbbing in the air. The theater goes quiet for the space of a breath held by eight hundred people and then explodes.


Applause.


The relief is knee-weakening. I literally have to grab the lead actor John’s arm for support. He doesn’t miss a beat, pulling me into his side and squeezing.


“Bravo,” he whispers, a broad, genuine smile spread across his face. The last song made me cry, and my face, still wet from those tears, splits into a wide, disbelieving grin.


I did it. I survived my first Broadway performance.


The lights drop and we rush backstage, a cacophony of laughter and chatter filling the hidden passageways. When the curtain call begins, the cast return to the stage in small waves, the applause building as the principals take their bows.


And then it’s my turn. On legs still shaky, I leave the safety of the wings, the long skirt of my costume belling out around me. I take center stage. The applause crescendos, approval vibrating through my bones and jolting my soul. Someone thrusts flowers into my arms and the sweet smell wafts around me. Every sense, every molecule of my being, strains, opens, stretches to absorb this small slice of triumph. I can’t breathe deeply enough. The air comes in shallow sips, and I’m dizzy. The world spins like a top, a kaleidoscope of colors and light and sound that threatens to overwhelm me. The whirl of it makes me giddy, and I laugh. Eyes welling with tears, I laugh.


These are the moments a lifetime in the making. We toil in the shadows of our dreams. In the alleys of preparation and hard work where it’s dark and nothing’s promised. For years, we cling by a thread of hope and imagination, dedicating our lives to a pursuit with no guarantees.


But tonight, if only for tonight, it’s all worth it.


I’m still floating when Takira bursts into the dressing room.


“Neevah!” she screams, throwing her arms around me and rocking me back and forth. “You did it. You chewed that performance up and spat it out. You hear me?”


I laugh and return her squeeze, new tears trailing down my cheeks. It’s relief and reward and, in some tiny corner of my heart, regret. Regret that my mother isn’t here to hold me. Regret that if my sister were here, I wouldn’t even know where to start wading through our shit so we could celebrate together. You know what? Tonight is about tonight, not past drama with Mama and Terry, and I’m determined to enjoy it.


“Thank you.” I pull back to peer into my friend’s face. “I can’t believe it.”


“Well, believe it. You served notice.” She snaps her fingers and grins. “Neevah Saint is here.”


“Now to do it seven more times.” I laugh and start taking pins from the wig, which is as hot as a herd of sheep on my head.


“Oh, you got it, unless Elise hears how amazing you were and cuts her vacation short.”


“Not happening. She was ready for a break, but she’d never missed a show.”


I strip off the costume and stand in only panties, unselfconscious. Modesty is one of the first things to go in this business. I’ve undressed hurriedly in a roomful of actors and dancers in smaller shows where there was a dressing room, so we get real communal real fast.


I tug on skinny jeans with a tight-fitting orange sweater, and layer it with a brown leather jacket, scarf, boots. I wipe away the heavy stage makeup. It feels like my skin can breathe for the first time in hours. I assume there will be some fans at the stage door, even if it’s just a few. They’ll have to get the real Neevah because I don’t want anything more than a slick of lip gloss and a bit of mascara. A brown, orange, and green plaid newsboy cap covering the neat cornrows I wore under my wig is all I’m doing for hair. Slim, oversized gold hoops in my ears finish the look.


“Ready?” I ask Takira, hefting a slouchy bag on my shoulder.


“Let’s do this. Hopefully your adoring fans won’t take all night, ’cause your girl is starving.”


We’re still laughing, and I’m so preoccupied with my empty stomach, I’m completely unprepared for the crowd at the stage door. Are they here for John? For some principal player? Because surely they’re not all here for the understudy.


“Neevah!” a young girl, maybe ten or eleven, calls. “Can you sign this?”


She thrusts a pen and a Splendor playbill toward me. She glows, her smooth brown cheeks rounded with a wide grin. Her eyes shine with . . . pride?


“Oh, sure,” I mumble dazedly, taking the pen and signing my name.


She’s the first in a long line of girls, all shapes and colors and ages, saying what it meant to see me onstage. Mothers whispering how impactful it was for their Black and Brown daughters to be in the audience tonight. The impact is on me; what could feel like a weight or burden or responsibility feels like a warm embrace. Feels like strong arms encircling me. Supporting me. The first time I saw someone who looked like me onstage, it planted a seed inside me. It whispered a dream.


That could be you.


It makes me emotional to think I might have done that for any of these girls tonight, and I spend the next twenty minutes scribbling my name on playbills through a film of tears.


“Neevah!” a deep male voice calls from the back of the now-thinning crowd.


I squint at the tall man, frowning until I place him.


“Wright!” I take a few steps and he meets me halfway, giving me a tight hug. “Oh, my God. You were here tonight?”


“Was I here?” When he pulls back, a warm smile creases his handsome face. “You blew it out of the water. I knew you were good, but damn.”


Laughter spills out of me and I don’t think this night could get more perfect. I randomly met Wright Bellamy a few weeks back at a gig when he subbed for the pianist, giving the audience more than they bargained for with such a famous musician tickling the ivories that night.


“Thank you.” I step away and shove my hands into the pockets of my jeans, huddling in the leather jacket against the chill of an October night. “I was nervous as hell.”


“Didn’t show. Your voice is spectacular. I knew that from the gig we did, but I had no idea you were that good. Wow. Glad I saw your post on Instagram or I would’ve missed it.”


I’m stone-still, shocked that he came tonight specifically to see me perform. “I’m so glad you made it. You’re still in LA, right?”


“Yeah, but I’m here for some stuff. Heading back home in a few days.”


Takira walks up, linking her arm through mine. “Girl, if we don’t get some food,” she whispers.


“Oh, yeah. Sorry.” I turn back to Wright. “Takira, this is Wright Bellamy. Wright, my friend Takira.”


“Nice to meet you,” Takira says. “You got any food on you? I’m about to eat your hat.”


As usual, Takira never meets a stranger and has us laughing right away.


“We’re actually headed to Glass House Tavern,” I tell Wright. “Come if you want. It’s a group of us from the show. Just some of the cast celebrating, but you’re welcome. We can catch up.”


A small frown dents between his thick brows and he glances over his shoulder.


“I mean, no pressure, obviously,” I rush to assure him. This is one of the biggest names in music, and here I go, inviting him to dinner with a group of strangers.


“No, it sounds cool,” he says, looking back to us. “Lemme check with my boy. Can he come?”


I glance over his shoulder and spot a tall man turned away from us, his broad shoulders and back straining a wool blazer, a hoodie pulled up to cover his head and face in the cold. His hands burrow into the pockets of his blazer and he’s nodding like he’s talking to himself.


“He’s on the phone,” Wright explains. “But lemme see if he wants to roll.”


He steps away toward the man and Takira immediately squeezes my hand and squeals.


“Shit, Neeve.” Her eyes are wide and bright. Mouth dropped open. “That’s Wright Bellamy.”


“I know. He’s cool as a fan.”


“You know him? How—”


“We’re in,” Wright says, stepping back up beside us. “He’s finishing a call, but we’re ready. Lead the way.”


It’s just a few blocks, and the three of us chat about the show and what Wright’s been doing in New York. All the while his friend’s deep voice rumbles a few paces behind. I don’t want to be rude or nosy and look back, but the rich timbre, his towering height, his face obscured by the hoodie—I’m intrigued. He hangs back on the sidewalk, still on his call, when we enter the restaurant.


Our friends already have a table and a shout goes up, congratulating me on popping my White Way cherry. My three understudy buddies came. John’s here, too, and one other principal. A few from the stage crew. Our little troupe has become a family and, as if eight shows a week isn’t enough time together, we gather and eat every chance we get.


“You’re not paying tonight,” John says, holding out the seat beside him. “And drinks are on me.”


“Aww.” I plop into the chair and drop my bag to the floor. “You’re so sweet. You don’t have to do that.”


“You were fantastic,” John says, baby blue eyes sincere and smiling. “Let’s do it again tomorrow.”


Takira is already sitting beside me, so Wright takes the seat next to her.


“Hey,” he says to Janie across the table. “Could you hold that seat beside you for my friend? He’s wrapping up a call, but’ll be in soon.”


“Sure.” Janie blushes. “I love your work, by the way. The score of Silent Midnight . . . gah.”


“Thank you. That was a special project. Lots of fun,” Wright replies with a smile. “Now tell me about the show.”


Wright’s a genius, but he’s so unassuming and modest. A man as famous as he is could easily make this conversation about him, let everyone at this table give his ego a real nice hand job, but he doesn’t. He talks about our show, compliments the performance, asks John about his process. I liked him when we did that last-minute gig, and we’ve interacted some on social media since. My impression of him holds up. He’s a good guy.


Not to state the obvious, but also fine. Like fine.


He has this Boris Kodjoe vibe. Real smooth. Kind of golden brown. Clean-cut, close-cut. I can objectively recognize his appeal, even though he’s not my type.


Not that I have a type lately. I’m so deep in this dick drought I’m past the point of thirst.


At first, I thought it was merely the grind. Auditioning constantly, taking craft classes, doing commercials and voice-over work to not just keep bills paid, but to save. This business is feast or famine. I’m eating now, but I’ve been hungry before. Not again. I’m thirty. Too old to still be living gig to gig and buying into that starving artist thing. I need health insurance and regularly scheduled meals, thank you very much. So yeah, the grind could account for my semi-disinterested libido, but I suspect it’s more.


Maybe I’m disinterested.


I’ve always been guarded with men. It only takes your fiancé sleeping with your sister once for you to be wary. It’s beyond my cynicism, though. I need a man who doesn’t think that because he has a dick and I don’t that I should defer to him—shrink my dreams down to a more manageable size. I almost did that with Brandon. I dreamt of something else; something that brought me to New York, to that stage tonight, to this moment. And I almost reneged on my dreams for a man who cheated on me and got my sister pregnant.


So, yeah. I’m cautious not only about who I share my heart and body with, but I’m also protective of my dreams; of my ambition. I won’t endanger my future for a man who can fuck. Though . . . a man who can fuck? I wouldn’t turn it down, but it will take more than that to pique my interest.


“What are you getting?” Takira asks, leaning over to read my menu instead of hers. “Anything here meet your high standards?”


I roll my eyes. My standards aren’t that high. I’ve just cut out red meat and stopped drinking as much alcohol. My health demands it. “You’re the one who said my scalp would thank me if I changed my diet,” I remind her.


“Yeah, but you took it to that next level.” She elbows me and flashes a grin. “Always being extra.”


“I’m thinking about the salmon, but I—”


A chair scraping across the floor catches my attention. Wright’s friend has finally come inside to join us. The table shrinks immediately when he settles his imposing frame into the seat beside Janie. He peels the hood away from his head and I bite off a gasp.


It’s Canon Holt.


Like the Canon Holt.


The director I, and probably every actress at this table and in this dining room, would sacrifice a pinky toe to work with. Canon Holt is at my table sitting across from me.


Takira’s expression doesn’t register this massive earthquake of a revelation, but she kicks me under the table and hisses from the corner of her mouth. “Did you know?”


I pretend I need to reach for something on the floor so I can whisper back, “Do you think I would have kept my shit together this long if I knew?”


“True. True.” Takira casually glances up from her menu and smiles in Canon’s general direction, but he’s not looking at her. He’s studying his screen. He’s apparently in an exclusive relationship with his phone, and no one at this table tempts him to stray.


Which means I can look at him.


Good. God.


He’s not that handsome, but that’s irrelevant. Some might even call his features, examined on their own, unremarkable.


They’d be wrong.


It’s a Maker’s sleight of hand. Now God knew this man did not need lashes that long and thick, a paradox against the hard, high slant of his cheekbones. Canon hasn’t looked twice at anyone here, as far as I can tell, but I’ve stolen enough glances to know there’s a fathomlessness to his dark eyes that is arresting. His unsmiling mouth is wide, the lips full in the blunt elegance of his face. A five o’clock shadow licks the ridge of his jawline. There is a geometry to him—angles, lines, edges—that disregards the individual parts and illuminates the compelling sum.


Our food comes out on steaming platters just as he lays his phone on the table.


“Excuse my reach,” the server says to him, distributing plates and drinks to the rest of the table. “Is there anything I can get for you, Mr. Holt?”


He doesn’t even blink when she calls him by his name.


“Macallan?” he asks. “I don’t see it on the menu, but—”


“We’ll figure it out,” she assures him with a smile.


I’m sure folks just go around figuring things out for him all the time at this point in his career.


“So, Mr. Holt,” Janie says, all pink and flustered, “I loved your last documentary. I heard you’re working on a movie next. What’s it about?”


“It hasn’t been announced.” He truncates the words, his expression shut down. He looks over his shoulder like the restroom might offer an escape from this banality.


“Oh, you can tell us,” Janie cajoles.


One dark, imperious brow elevates. “But I don’t want to.”


Okayyyyy.


An awkward silence falls on the table. Seemingly oblivious, or uncaring, he picks his phone up and starts typing again.


So fine as hell, but a jerk.


My lady parts shimmy back into their shell. I don’t have time or patience for narcissists who think the sun and stars were made for them. I may find it hard to stop looking at him, but it’s increasingly easy not to like him.


“So when did you know you wanted to be on Broadway, Neevah?”


My fork is halfway to my mouth when Wright asks. I’m too hungry to forego this bite, so I take it, chew thoughtfully, and consider his question.


“You know,” I say and sip my water, “it wasn’t as much Broadway specifically, as it was that I knew I wanted to perform. That I wanted to be an actress.”


“So when was that?” Wright presses.


I shuffle through my memories to locate all the scents and sounds and sights that made the experience singular.


“I was eleven years old,” I begin, recalling everything good about that summer. “We’d have family reunions every June.”


“Us too,” Takira pipes up. “Whoo. The Fletchers can throw a reunion, and I got a whole line of family tree T-shirts to show for it.”


“So do I.” I laugh. “My cousins lived in New York at the time, and they’d always come down to North Carolina for the family reunion. When I was eleven, they suggested we come up north for a change. We got a bus and drove. They took us all over the city, and on our last day here, we got tickets to Aida, the original cast.”


“Oh, Dame Headley,” Janie breathes reverently.


“Exactly. When Heather Headley sang ‘Easy as Life,’ I don’t think I breathed until she finished.” I shrug helplessly. “She had this monstrous talent that devoured the whole room. When she was done, I just sat there and everyone around me seemed to be as stunned as I was. That’s when I knew what I was supposed to do with my life. I was supposed to perform and make people feel the way I felt in that moment. And it didn’t go away. Not when the show was over. Not when I got back home to North Carolina. Not when my parents told me acting was a long shot and I needed a backup plan. From then on, it was only ever this.”


When I look up from my plate, my gaze collides with Canon’s dark eyes fixed on me. Ever since he sat down, his glance has skidded over everyone, never settling, like a bee who can’t find a flower worthy of pollination. But he’s looking at me now, and I’ll be damned if I can look anywhere else. My breath is snatched under his scrutiny. It’s intent and discerning, his stare. I feel like something under glass he may add to his collection.


“Refill?” the server asks, snipping the chord stretching between Canon and me.


“Uh, yes.” I offer her a smile and my empty glass.


By the time I look back, Canon is on his phone again. Maybe I imagined that moment. Not that we shared a glance, but that it was somehow as intense for him as it was for me.


I shake off the effects of that exchange and demolish my meal, digging into the food with relish. It’s a good group, and our camaraderie is infectious. Wright fits in easily, telling jokes and stories that crack us up. You’d never know this man has Grammy awards and Oscar nominations and platinum records to his credit. He’s down to earth and more “normal” than most artists I know. Much less intense and off-putting than Le Directeur across the table hooking up with his phone.


But every once in a while, Canon actually does talk with John and even thaws some with Janie, who is, no two ways about it, trying too hard.


Once the plates are cleared, I reach for my bag so I can pay my portion, despite John’s offer.


“Don’t bother,” Wright says, placing his hand over mine. “Canon already got the bill.”


“Oh.”


I look at Canon, whose wide mouth curls at the corners, head inclined toward Janie’s as she tells him something I can’t hear. He doesn’t quite smile, but at least he’s not scowling.


We file outside and cluster on the sidewalk. By nature I’m a people watcher, and I find myself observing the pods of conversation going on around me. Takira’s embroiled in a passionate discussion about Dreamgirls, for some reason. John is laughing with some of the crew over a missed cue from tonight’s show. Wright chats with one of the cast members who’s working on a new album. I catch snippets of their exchange. Coltrane. Miles Davis. Genius. The cast member is a jazz enthusiast, so I can see how they’d click. Janie is still working her angle with Canon, and his expression says his long-suffering may be on its last legs. How can Janie even bring herself to keep talking with him looking at her that way? It’s actually pretty comical, and before I catch myself, I’m chuckling under my breath.


“What’s funny?”


I look up by centimeters, certain he can’t be talking to me because he hasn’t all night, but he’s looking right at me. Head turned away from Janie, who has wandered over to join Takira’s small circle.


“What?” I manage, stalling.


“You laughed. What’s funny?”


“No, I—”


“So you didn’t just laugh, standing here by yourself?” he asks, no smile in sight.


“Not laugh, exactly.” I bite my lip and shove my hands deeper into my jacket pockets.


His brows raise knowingly.


“Okay, so I chuckled. Maybe snorted. I snuckled.”


He tilts his head, and lo and behold, those full lips twitch at the corners the slightest bit. “So what made you snuckle?”


I shake my head and hope he’ll let it go.


He doesn’t.


“Tell me,” he says, crossing his arms over his wide chest.


Incidentally, that blazer and hoodie really is a very good look for him.


“Oh, good grief,” I huff. “It was the look on your face.”


“When I was talking to . . .” He tips his head in Janie’s direction and I nod. “What was the look?”


“It wasn’t impatience, exactly.”


“Are you sure?”


“And not irritation.”


“It may have been.”


“It was more this kind of . . . forced tolerance.”


His almost-smile deepens a little. “That does sound accurate.”


We stare at one another for a few seconds, the plumes of our breath mingling in the cold night air. And then we grin together. It’s the first full-fledged smile I’ve seen from him. It’s dazzling, sketching grooves into his lean cheeks, and I feel such a sense of accomplishment, winning that smile. I retract everything I thought about him not really being handsome.


Because when he smiles, he is. He so is.


“Dude, you ready?” Wright asks, walking up beside us.


“Yeah.” Canon breaks our stare, his smile disappearing as quickly as it came. “I’m whipped. Let’s go.”


“Neevah, so good to see you again.” Wright pulls me into a side hug and squeezes. “Congratulations.”


I look up at him, offering a smile. “Thank you again for coming.”


“Wouldn’t have missed it. You were great. If you’re ever in LA, don’t hesitate to hit me up.”


“Will do.” I studiously train my eyes on Wright’s face, and do my best to ignore his taciturn friend.


The two men turn and take the few steps that lead them away from me and this extraordinary night. I’m about to join my friends and head toward the subway when I feel a light touch on my arm. I look up and shock rolls through me. Shock and a thrill. It’s Canon.


“Did you forget something?” I ask, my breath refusing to push in and out as per normal respiratory patterns.


“You were exceptional on that stage,” he says softly. “The best in the show.”


Vines sprout from the sidewalk and wrap around my ankles, trapping me where I stand. Immobile. I should say something, not just stand here like I’m starstruck, though there is a part of me that is.


“What you said tonight about making people feel when you perform,” he says, his eyes never straying from my face. “Keep that.”


And then he turns and walks away.









FIVE


Canon


“You were especially pleasant tonight,” Monk says when we climb into the Uber that met us at the corner.


“I was, wasn’t I?” I settle back into the seat and close my eyes. “Thank you for noticing.”


“You were on your phone the whole time.” His voice holds little sting because he knows I don’t respond to that guilt shit, especially not when it comes to being social.


“I was convincing Mallory to fly out to New York as soon as possible. Lots of protests and texting back and forth.”


“Your casting director? Why does she need to come to New York?”


“I want her to see some auditions out here.” I open my eyes and grin crookedly. “I found my Dessi.”


“What?” Monk’s brows shoot up. “When? Who?”


“Tonight.” I hesitate, watching his face for a reaction. “Your friend Neevah.”


Flabbergasted.


“The fuck?” he says after a moment of his mouth hanging open. “Neevah Saint?”


“Yeah. The one we watched perform. The one we had dinner with.”


“First of all, we did not have dinner. I had dinner with them folks. You were the same antisocial bastard you usually are, and they still were all up your ass.”


“They’re actors. I’m a director. They want work, so the forecast is always partly fawning with a high chance of kiss-ass.”


“Second of all, you barely looked at Neevah, much less spoke to her. When did you decide she’s Dessi Blue?”


“Pretty much as soon as she stepped onstage.”


“It’s the way she looks? That’s why you want to cast her?” Censure, though unspoken, lurks in his voice.


“Get the fuck outta here. You know me better than that. You think I find the story of a lifetime, put my whole-ass career on the line to tell it, take almost a year to fund it, then search for the right actor for six months, only to cast a girl because she has a great ass?”


“Oh, so you did notice her ass.”


And every other part of her, but that’s not pertinent.


Her ass. Her tits.


Her flawless coppery skin. A face so expressive it’s like a blank canvas she paints every emotion across in vivid color, in broad strokes. Big brown eyes that in one moment offer everything and in the next seem to hoard a thousand secrets. A man would ransom his soul for those eyes, for those secrets.


Each of her physical features is remarkable.


And completely irrelevant.


If all it took was a pretty girl, I could have cast this part six months ago. Dessi Blue requires more than a pretty face.


I want that light Neevah lets out when she sings. I want that conviction behind every word she spoke onstage. I want that little volcano of a woman to erupt on my set. I want everything she has to give because I knew immediately she was one of those who gives everything. And I’m the man to get it out of her. The right director (me). The right story (mine). And she’ll be touted as a rare talent. It didn’t take me all night to know that. I knew it right away.


And it’s never happened to me before. Not like this.


“Her ass won’t tell my story,” I respond after a few seconds. “The studio wasted all that money and time looking for Dessi the last six months and I found her making her Broadway debut. Randomly.”


“Not sure they’ll agree. What did Mallory think?”


“Let’s just say she’s skeptical. She’s never heard of Neevah, so of course she’s got reservations.”


“You mean that Galaxy won’t trust a budget that big on an actress no one knows on the strength of . . . what? Your gut?”


“Don’t underestimate this gut.” I pat my stomach and wink. “It knows. And, yeah. The studio will give some pushback.”


“Forget the studio. You won’t get it past Evan.”


He has a point. Evan won’t be feeling this, trusting the project of a lifetime to an unknown with little to no movie experience.


“You let me worry about Evan. Once he sees her, he’ll agree with me. That’s why I want Mallory to come out here immediately. Catch Neevah onstage this week before that other chick returns from vacation or whatever. Then get a screen test with her as soon as she’s back to doing standby. I don’t want to throw too much at her when she’s got this Broadway thing going on.”


“This Broadway thing is her dream. Were you not listening?”


“Were you? Performing is her dream. That’s what I heard. So you telling me I offer her the starring role in a Black biopic with a monster budget and me directing, and she turns it down to play backup on Broadway? Shiiiiiiit.”


“Do you know you’re a narcissist?”


“Of course. Narcissism comes with the territory. You aren’t the dude who believes he should get millions of dollars to tell a damn story if you aren’t just a little bit of a narcissist.”


“The only thing that saves you from being a complete asshole is your mama raised you right.”


That she did.


Whenever I’m smelling myself, as Mama used to say, her voice in my ear is the dose of humility that reins me in. She tethers me to my past. She prepared me for my future. Everything, anything good in me, Remy Holt put there. Thanks to my first documentary, everyone knows it.


I took all that footage Mama captured, all her sunsets and soliloquies, and bundled them into The Magic Hour, my first professional documentary. It took the grand jury and directing prizes at Sundance. I sailed through that awards season with her as the wind at my back every time I accepted a new, unexpected honor. It was her indomitable spirit that inspired audiences all over the world. Her fierce commitment to art even when her body betrayed her. It was her sage advice lit by the golden hour setting the world on fire that year.


I only wish she’d lived to see it.


“So Mallory is coming,” I say, needing to shift this conversation from something I’m emotional about. Over the years, I’ve become an expert compartmentalizer. This life requires almost unsustainable, singular focus. My therapist earns his keep.


“When’s she flying in?” Monk asks, linking his hands behind his head.


“Her daughter has a recital tomorrow, but goes to stay with Mallory’s ex this weekend. So she’ll come then and can still catch Neevah before she goes back to being understudy.”


It’s criminal, that woman being anyone’s backup, but that’s okay. I’ll fix it.


“You want me to let Neevah know you guys are coming?”


“Hell no. Imma find the darkest corner of the theater to hide in. I don’t want her to know we’re there. Why do you think I ignored her all night?”


“We covered this already. You’re an asshole.”


“That too, but mostly I didn’t want her to know I noticed her. She would have started auditioning. She would have started acting again. I wanted to see her being.”


“Neevah is fantastic. I don’t think you’re wrong about what she could do with the role. I’m just surprised that since this movie is already a huge financial and commercial risk, you would, on the strength of a single performance, not even on film, cast her in the biggest movie you’ve ever directed.”


“That’s why I want Mallory’s feedback. And I haven’t cast her yet.”


Through the car window, the velvet blanket of the city’s skyline is stitched with lights and stars, and its vastness seems to reflect all the possibilities I felt after seeing Neevah onstage tonight.


“But I want her.”









SIX


Neevah


“C rap.” With my legs flung over the side of the couch, I frown. “I just got an alert that my phone has a virus from adult sites I visited.”


“So Pornhub gave your phone an STD?” Takira pauses in chopping onions for the soup she’s making. “You had unprotected surfing and now your phone has herpes?”


“Shut it. Does incognito mode mean nothing?”


“Long as it’s been since you had that Vitamin D, no wonder you’re banging your phone every day. You were bound to get infected.”


“Could you stop being gross about my sex life?”


“What sex life?” Takira starts chopping again. “Social services will be by soon to pay your vagina a wellness visit.”


I hurl a pillow across the room at her, missing on purpose.


“I’m here to check on Neevah’s pussy,” Takira says in her professional voice. “The neighbors are concerned. There’s been no sign of activity for months. We’re making sure the cat still purrs.”


“I hate you,” I grit out, but the struggle not to laugh is real.


“You won’t hate meh when you taste this lunch, gyal,” she says, easily slipping into her Trinidadian accent. “Diz iz meh grandma’s famous corn soup.”


“It does smell good.” I walk over to stand by her at the counter. A short walk since our apartment has the square footage of a Porta Potty.


“And vegan.” She proffers her knife. “Put them little hands to use. You on peppers.”


“Yes, ma’am.” I slide my phone into the pocket of my lounge pants. “On it.”


It’s my day off. My last show as the lead was last night, and when I return to the theater tomorrow, Elise will be the star again. I don’t begrudge her that. She’s a great singer. Outstanding actress. It just felt good to stand in the spotlight for a week. It’s okay. My time will come. I just gotta keep grinding and pay my dues.


I’m slicing red peppers when the phone in my pocket buzzes. It’s a number I don’t recognize, but it could be a callback for something. Ya never know.


“Hello.” I trap the phone between my ear and shoulder and keep cutting.


“Neevah?” a vaguely familiar, shiver-inducing voice says on the other line. “It’s Canon Holt.”


I drop the knife.


Dammit.


This man should not call me when I’m holding a knife. I could lose a finger.


“Uh, hey?” My curiosity and general state of shock lilt the words.


“I hope it’s okay that I called. Monk gave me your number.”


“Uh-huh.” I send a slightly panicked look to Takira and mouth Canon Holt. Her eyes saucer and she catches a squeal with one hand. “I mean, sure. It’s fine that you called. That he gave you this number. Wright. Monk, I mean. Yes.”





OEBPS/images/common.png






OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Title



		Copyright



		Contents



		Prologue: Canon - At 20 Years Old



		Prologue: Neevah - At 18 Years Old



		One



		Two



		Three



		Four



		Five



		Six



		Seven



		Eight



		Nine



		Ten



		Eleven



		Twelve



		Thirteen



		Fourteen



		Fifteen



		Sixteen



		Seventeen



		Eighteen



		Ninteen



		Twenty



		Twenty-One



		Twenty-Two



		Twenty-Three



		Twenty-Four



		Twenty-Five



		Twenty-Six



		Twenty-Seven



		Twenty-Eight



		Twenty-Nine



		Thirty



		Thirty-One



		Thirty-Two



		Thirty-Three



		Thirty-Four



		Thirty-Five



		Thirty-Six



		Thirty-Seven



		Thirty-Eight



		Thirty-Nine



		Forty



		Forty-One



		Forty-Two



		Forty-Three



		Forty-Four



		Forty-Five



		Forty-Six



		Forty-Seven



		Forty-Eight



		Forty-Nine



		Fifty



		Fifty-One



		Fifty-Two



		Fifty-Three



		Fifty-Four



		Fifty-Five



		Fifty-Six



		Fifty-Seven



		Fifty-Eight



		Fifty-Nine



		Sixty



		Sixty-One



		Sixty-Two



		Sixty-Three



		Sixty-Four



		Sixty-Five



		Sixty-Six



		Sixty-Seven



		Sixty-Eight



		Sixty-Nine



		Epilogue



		Bonus Epilogue



		Canon



		Acknowledgments



		Author’S Note



		Playlist



		Author Interview



		Discussion Questions



		Apple Cobbler Recipe











Guide





		Cover



		Contents



		Start











OEBPS/images/title.png
RELEL

KENNEDY RYAN

X

PIATKUS





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg





