






Balancing Act











[image: ]




This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

Copyright © 2007 by Jonathan Plummer and Book Bloc Publishing, Inc.

All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever. For information address Pocket Books Subsidiary Rights Department, 1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020.

POCKET and colophon are registered trademarks of Simon & Schuster, Inc.

ISBN-13: 978-1-4165-6849-0


ISBN-10: 1-4165-6849-2

Visit us on the World Wide Web:


http://www.SimonSays.com





To all who struggle to find their truth,

their purpose, and themselves





If I didn’t define myself for myself, I would be crunched into other people’s fantasies for me and eaten alive.

—Audre Lorde





Balancing Act





Chapter One



You bitch-ass motherfucker!” Tasha Reynolds hauled back as if she was pitching a fastball for the New York Yankees and slapped Justin across the face with all of her might. His head whipped around as a smattering of blood formed where his full lips had crushed into his top teeth.

“Who the fuck do you think you are?! You can’t leave me! You ain’t going no fucking where!”

If any of Tasha’s clients or competitors had seen her, they wouldn’t have recognized her. In public, Tasha was one of the most controlled and controlling women there ever was. Tasha was, in every sense of the word, “regal,” in her walk, in her talk. She possessed the trained grace of someone with upbringing and character. She rarely smiled or joked. She was all business and very good at what she did. She was a perfectionist without a conscience. There was no place in her business for someone who was sensitive, for someone who had second thoughts, for someone with emotions.

Tasha Reynolds was at the top of her game because she did what she had to do to be the best. She worked harder than anyone else and she made tough decisions without batting a fake eyelash. She was never out of control. She was smooth as ice, cold as ice, hard as ice. Tasha Reynolds always got what she wanted.

And what she wanted right now was Justin Blakeman.

He stood in front of her, wiping the blood from his mouth, trying not to react, holding himself back. The last time a woman had smacked him, he’d been ten years old and it was his mother. He’d lied to her about where he went after school, and she smacked him in the mouth for lying. He also got a beating with a cane when his father got home later that evening. The smack on the mouth by his mother was worse. It was humiliating, even for a ten-year-old. But he’d learned how to take it like a man. And he held himself like a man now.

Justin had been raised in an old-fashioned Jamaican family, where roles were very distinct. Women had their place, and men were king. A man never subjugated himself or bowed to a woman. Justin had allowed himself to be Tasha’s subject for far too long, as far as he was concerned. She had been the queen and he had been part of her royal world. He had allowed himself to be paraded around like one of those Westminster Kennel Club show dogs for three years, at her beck and call, doing whatever she asked. He’d loved her in the beginning, and there was a part of him that would love her always. But now he was reclaiming his manhood.

“It’s over, Tasha,” he said as calmly as he could, trying not to respond at all to her emotional outrage. His nonreaction stoked her anger.

“It will never be over until I say it’s over!” she growled.

Justin turned and began to leave. He had packed one bag, taking only the few clothes he’d bought for himself and some personal items that he’d brought with him from Jamaica. He knew how she was and he didn’t want to give her any cause to come after him.

As Justin reached for the door, a Baccarat ashtray narrowly missed his head, crashing into the cedar door. It didn’t shatter, the crystal was too heavy. But had it connected with his head, Justin would have had at least a concussion, if not worse.

“Where the fuck do you think you’re going?! Are you hard of hearing? It’s not over, Justin!”

Tasha rushed him, slapping at his face and shredding the skin on his forearms with her nails as she tried to pry his bag out of his hand. He dropped the bag and grabbed her arms, stopping her from hitting and scratching him. She was struggling and he threw her to the floor. But Tasha was possessed. She kept coming at him, swinging. He blocked most of her blows and grabbed her around the waist, lifted her from the ground, and carried her to the couch in the living room, throwing her like a rag doll.

“Now, stop this!” he said, finally raising his voice. “Look at yourself, Tasha! This isn’t you! It doesn’t have to end like this! Just let me go!”

Tasha’s chest was heaving. She was out of breath and going out of her mind. She rushed him one more time. This time Justin met her with a blow to her head, driving her backward with force. She fell to the ground hard, teetering on the verge of consciousness.

“You motherfucker!” she slurred. “You…you’re going to pay for this.”

Justin looked at her—a woman the world saw as untouchable greatness. He looked at her with sadness. He walked calmly to the door, picked up his bag, and left. He didn’t look back. He walked to the elevator and rode the twenty floors down, collecting his thoughts. His black Lexus convertible—the car she’d bought him—was parked in the front of the garage, as it always was. A nice, fast drive was just what the doctor ordered.

Justin started the engine and screeched out of the garage, headed for the FDR Drive and on to his new life.

He was excited. He was free. More free than his days chopping sugarcane in Jamaica. Freer than he had ever been in his life. He allowed himself to smile, dabbing away a bit of the ugliness he had just left behind, as he thought about where he was headed next. It would be the first official night as a single man. He was free to love. And he couldn’t wait.

He selected “Love Songs” on his iPod’s playlist and drank in the opening notes of Maxwell’s “Till the Cops Come Knockin’.”


Gonna take you in the room suga’

Lock you up and love for days…



Justin was caught up in the music. And caught up in his fantasies. He didn’t notice the flashing lights bearing down on him and he raced past the Twenty-first Street exit. He was a couple of miles from Tasha in distance and a million miles from her in his mind. But it was all catching up with him.

“Pull over!” The gruff voice came over the loudspeaker, shaking Justin out of his mist. He’d never noticed the sirens because Maxwell’s song has sirens throughout, which he had grown used to over the years.

“Pull over, now!”

Justin eased over.

“What the…?” But he knew. “Tasha.”

The police were angry for having to chase him for nearly a mile. They got out, hands on their guns, one at the passenger-side window, the other at the driver’s side.

“Step out of the car,” the officer barked.

“What? Why did you pull me over, Officer?” Justin asked.

“Shut up and step out of the car!”

Justin kept his hands in full sight. He was new to America, but he’d heard about Amadou Diallo and Sean Bell and knew he was black enough to give a New York police officer cause to pause. He didn’t want to be that kind of victim. So he kept his hands raised above his head and, because he didn’t want any trouble, asked the officer to open the door.

The officer opened the door with one hand and yanked Justin out of the car with the other hand, threw him to the ground, and handcuffed him.

“You have the right to remain silent…”









Chapter Two

Three years earlier




Justin Blakeman peeled the shirt from his sticky body, looking for one dry spot to use to wipe the salty sweat from his face. It was pouring from his brow into his eyes, making them beet red as the sun beat down on him with its hundred-degree temperature. He had been on the road from Kingston to Ocho Rios for three hours and had had about a dozen sales. Justin was satisfied. He had planned on staying out there for two more hours before calling it a day.

Justin couldn’t find a dry spot on his shirt, so he simply twisted his gray cotton T-shirt like a rag, wringing the sweat out, and wiped off his face, his chest, and his arms. He was dripping. But he loved it. He loved the sweat of a hard day’s work. He put his wet, sweaty shirt in his back pocket, most of it hanging out, and waited for his next customer.

Selling sugarcane on the streets wasn’t what he’d imagined when he’d asked to be a part of the family business. The Blakemans owned one of the largest farms on the island of Jamaica. Cane was their biggest crop. They also owned a refinery where the cane was made into rum. Justin’s uncle ran the refinery, while his father ran the farm. It was a business started by Justin’s grandfather in the early 1920s. Justin’s father wanted his son to know the business from the ground up, and he meant it literally.

“Son, your grandfather started this business with this land and with his hands,” his father told him when Justin asked him about getting into the business. “And if a Blakeman expects to inherit this land, he will have to roll up his sleeves and work the land, just as your grandfather did, just as I did.”

Justin had an option. He could go to the university. But he didn’t have much interest in furthering his education. While Justin wasn’t quite sure what he wanted, he knew for sure he didn’t want to go back to school. He’d spent too many years in private school learning about British history and literature, calculus and chemistry, and a bunch of other subjects he never expected to use in real life. Working—now that was real life. Being in that snooty private school with all of those stuck-up rich kids didn’t sit well with Justin. He looked forward to reconnecting with his roots.

Justin’s family claimed to be descendants of Queen Nanny of the Maroons. Legend had it that after Nanny was brought to Jamaica in the hold of a slave ship from Africa’s Gold Coast to work on a sugarcane plantation, she helped lead a revolt. Slaves on her plantation won their freedom and founded a community high up in the mountains above Kingston, in Portland. Those slaves had hundreds of acres of land. Today there is still a section of town named Nanny Town, after Queen Nanny of the Maroons.

She died in the 1730s and reportedly had no children, but that didn’t stop many from claiming her as their matriarch. The Blakemans were certainly part of the Maroon community, a group of proud Jamaicans who had continuously stood up to European rule and fought for their freedom. Justin’s family used that slave land to build wealth and stature. His grandfather turned that land into a moneymaker.

Working that land for Justin was liberating because he was doing it on his terms. He didn’t make a lot of money growing sugarcane and selling it on the roads of his town, but he enjoyed it. And the money would be there. He was a Blakeman. He came from money, and he would inherit money. But the experiences he had on the land and on the streets of Jamaica were priceless. Justin loved the smell of the earth, all of the fascinating insects and worms that he would encounter. He loved watching the cane grow from a seed into this strong, bamboolike weed that seemed to grow so quickly he could barely keep up. He loved chopping it down and getting that first sweet taste. The sweetest part was toward the bottom of the stalk.

Working that land had some other positive effects.

Justin’s hands were strong, his forearms like corded steel. He didn’t have just a six-pack. Every single possible abdominal muscle was uniquely defined, from the oblique to the little section at his pubic region. From the bending and stretching, the chopping and hauling of the cane he had a body that could never be built in a gym. It was strong from the inside out and there wasn’t a machine in Gold’s Gym that could duplicate the kind of movement and weight training and conditioning that Justin put himself through.

He was as proud of his body as he was about who he was.

 

That body. That was the first thing Tasha Reynolds noticed when she pulled her rental car over to the side of the road where Justin stood with his cane.

“Oh shit,” she muttered to herself, pulling her Gucci frames down her nose to get a better look. As head of her own New York City modeling agency, Tasha had seen the most beautiful bodies and faces the world had to offer. She’d worked in the industry for more than fifteen years and seen the likes of Naomi and Tyra, and Giselle, Marcus, Tyson, and Ashton go from no-names to household faces with movie deals, television talk shows, and billboards in the middle of Times Square. But this specimen was something else. Tasha knew instantly that he would be a star.

“How much for the cane?” she said after rolling down her window. She needed to hear him talk. She needed to see his face up close. If his mannerisms weren’t right, she could buy her cane and keep on moving.

Tasha loved discovering “new” talent. That was her forte. She was careful not to get caught up in just a pretty face or a tight body. Studying her subject was important. One time, she’d been in the Bank of America in New York and had seen a beautiful specimen of a young man. He was barely twenty, with perfectly groomed locks. His skin was chocolate coated and blemish free. She could tell he worked out, even under his heavy jeans and oversize shirt. Tasha had X-ray vision when it came to that. She could tell not only if the body was solid, but also which muscle group needed more work, just with one glance. This boy didn’t need any work. But before she approached him, she watched him for a few minutes.

First, he ran his fingers through his locks and smelled the tips of his fingers. He did this three or four times. She was about to overlook that, but then he took his index finger and ran it behind his ear and smelled that, too. That was it.

He’s just damn nasty, she thought.

That young man didn’t know how close he’d been to actually being “discovered.” Tasha wanted to spend a little time with Mr. Perfect Jamaican; she needed to study him to see if he had any weird, disgusting ticks, any hygiene issues, any missing teeth.

“How much?” Tasha asked again.

“How much do you want to pay?” Justin said, smiling coyly, baring the most perfect, straight white teeth that played off his rich dark brown skin.

“Oh, you’re a playful one,” she said. “How about if I said I wanted to pay nothing?”

“Well, then, I would have to remind you that, in this world, you get nothing for nothing,” he said, the accent a mix of island patois and the queen’s English. His private school speech classes always came through.

“Okay, I got a better offer for you,” she said.

“Now, lady, I don’t even know you. What kind of man do I look like?”

“Oh, please, don’t flatter yourself!” said Tasha. She didn’t crack a smile. She wanted him to know that sex was the furthest thing from her mind. “Young man, I am interested in your body. But it’s strictly business!”

Tasha pulled out one of her modeling agency cards and handed it to him.

“I want you to come to New York,” she said. “I have a job offer for you.”

Justin looked puzzled.

“In case you haven’t noticed, I already have a job,” he said.

“A real job,” Tasha said. “Turn around.”

“I’m not turning around. I’m not going to New York with you. Now do you want this cane or not?” said Justin, getting annoyed.

Tasha smiled. Playing hard to get, huh? she thought. She knew he was going to show her everything she wanted to see and he was going to go back to New York with her. Tasha never took no for an answer and she always got what she wanted.

“Look, I’m leaving this island in three days. So you have that long to think about my offer. It’s a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. I will make you a star. And until I do, I will be footing the bill. You will want for nothing. My cell phone number is on the back of my card. You have three days to make up your mind.”

Tasha handed Justin a five-dollar bill and took the cane that she had no intention of eating.

“Keep the change,” she said as she rolled up her window, put the air-conditioning on High, and drove off.

Justin was annoyed, a little miffed, and, at the same time, spellbound.

He wanted to crumple the card and toss it, but instead he looked at. He was going to put it in his back pocket—the one without the shirt—but was afraid that the sweat might smear the ink of the cell phone number she’d written on the back. Justin had already made up his mind that he was not going to call her. But he wanted to keep the card intact, just in case.

Just in case…

In his mind’s eye

Who does she think she is? That superior attitude, as if she’s coming in here to rescue someone. Like she’s in Africa, saving a starving child. Who does she think she is? Angelina Jolie? Madonna? Fuck that.

Do I look like I have flies on my eyeballs and a protruding stomach? Those damn Americans. Every year they come to this island with their shit.

“Yah, mon, where can I get some weed?”

I get stopped at least a dozen times with that one. And if it’s not thinking that every fucking body in Jamaica smokes weed, then it’s thinking every man will fuck your brains out. That damn woman with her book ruined it for us—now all we get are these women thinking they can get their groove back.

And my people, my people—they haven’t helped dispel any of those myths. Most even perpetuate them. But I can’t be the one. I can’t follow behind this arrogant woman to New York. To be a model? Come on now!

Still…

Maybe it would be exciting. To be in New York, with all of that craziness. I always thought I’d go there on holiday before working at the refinery next year. But how would it be to go there like this?

And there is definitely something intriguing about that lady. I can’t put my finger on it. As infuriating as she is with that sense of entitlement, there is something vulnerable about her that I like.

My parents will lose their minds. They are expecting me to apprentice with my uncle at the refinery in the fall and learn that part of the business. They may even disinherit me.

Wait a minute. What am I thinking? There is no way that I’m going to New York with that woman to be a model. Let me just focus on selling the rest of this cane, getting home, taking a long, hot shower, cracking open a Heineken, and relaxing.

Let me get back to reality and something real. Because that other thing is just crazy.

Still…

Who the fuck is that woman, really?!








Chapter Three



Tasha couldn’t remember the last time she’d been this affected by any man. But she was absolutely blown away by Justin Blakeman. It wasn’t just his body—which was perfection. Michelangelo’s David couldn’t hold a candle to it. It was his attitude. Tasha had yet to meet a man who could resist her; not only that, she had yet to meet a male or female who, when presented with an opportunity to be a star, wouldn’t jump at it. Justin wasn’t nonchalant or aloof. He was defiant and determined—two qualities she knew would earmark him for stardom.

American Idol and other reality shows took off because everyone wants, everyone demands, their fifteen minutes of fame—whether they deserve it (and most don’t) or not. Tasha had offered Justin the opportunity of a lifetime and he’d taken her card as if she had handed him a dog biscuit.

“Oh, he is so coming back to New York!” Tasha said out loud to herself—because she knew it. She knew it like she knew her name. She knew it—just as she’d known the day she left that modeling agency after one last rejection that she would be back, and with a vengeance.

Tasha Reynolds had come to New York to be a model. She was six feet tall and had a body that rivaled Janet Jackson’s—the in-shape, 2001-concert-ready Janet Jackson. She was a head turner. Tasha had flawless skin and almond-shaped eyes with huge irises. You could barely see any of the whites around them. Looking into Tasha’s eyes was like getting lost in a dark forest. And she knew how to use them. Her stare was intense, so much so that she could intimidate anyone with just one look.

Tasha was also known to rock various lace-front wigs in all colors and cuts, which gave her an air of unpredictability. It kept people around her on their toes. But Tasha’s biggest selling point was her personality, which was a mix of Grace Jones and Martha Stewart. She was outspoken and outrageous and all business. Behind her back they called her the Ice Queen, but they could have called her that to her face, because it fit. Tasha got wind of the nickname and liked it. She was cold, hard, and smooth, like ice. And she was definitely a queen.

Cultivated royalty. Cultivated the way Marguerite Johnson had gotten out of that cage, found her voice, and re-created herself in the form of Maya Angelou. Cultivated the way Anna Mae Bullock coached the country out of herself to become Tina Turner. Cultivated the way Eartha Mae Kitt, born on a South Carolina plantation in abject poverty, obliterated all traces of her early beginnings to become an international superstar with a purrrrrfectly regal accent.

Like Oprah Winfrey, born in Kosciusko, Mississippi, Tasha Reynolds had found a way to incorporate the charm of her southern roots, but completely erase all traces of backwoods and country. For Maya, Tina, Eartha, and Oprah, the transformation was otherwordly. Almost like the phoenix, they rebuilt themselves out of the ashes of their broken, harsh, violent, and abusive lives. It was as if their hardships gave them the material for greatness.

The same was true of Tasha.

 

Just about every night little Tasha Reynolds cried herself to sleep. She hoped her tears might drown out the noise coming from the bedroom right next to hers. It was becoming routine. Every night Joseph Reynolds would come home late. Tasha’s mother, Tamara, would question him about his whereabouts and that would start it.

“Bitch, who the fuck do you think you’re talking to?” Joseph would start. “I am a grown motherfucking man! You don’t ask me shit!”

“I am your wife,” Tamara would respond. “I have a right to know where you’ve been and what you’re doing!”

“You don’t have a right to nothing but to keep this motherfucking house clean, take care of my baby girl, and fuck me when I want it!” he would say, the insults increasing in intensity. Each “bitch” and nasty word felt like a whip across Tasha’s back. She couldn’t understand how her father could be so cruel at night, behind a closed door when he thought no one was listening, and so wonderful in the daytime.

Joseph Reynolds seemed to have a split personality. Tamara sometimes wished he would just beat her mother so the cops would come—maybe that would be enough for her mother to finally leave. But he never did hit her. The words were actually worse. They were demeaning and they chipped away at Tasha’s respect for both of her parents—her father for doing it and her mother for taking it.

Tasha would roll her eyes on the occasion when her parents would entertain. Her father had to have everything just right—fresh cut flowers, the perfect meal that her mother had to cook—all to impress his fraternity brothers with their trophy wives. During those times, Tasha had to stay in her room. As her girth was growing, she had become an embarrassment. He never said anything to Tasha’s face, but she heard him yelling at her mother one night about how fat she had allowed Tasha to get.

“What the fuck are you trying to create here?” he said. “How fat is she going to get?”

Joseph made it his business to never say a harsh word in front of his daughter, ever. He wanted his daughter to think he was the perfect daddy. And from the outside he was perfect—six-foot-three, handsome, clean-shaven, corporate job, bringing home six figures, nice-sized house, latest model BMW in the two-car garage. In this little town of Augusta, Georgia, a town rich with another kind of tradition when it came to blacks, Joseph Reynolds was a bit of a standout. He had definitely “made it.”

He even doted on his daughter. Joseph would always have hugs and kisses for Tasha. It was the ultimate conflict. She loved her daddy dearly. But she also hated the man with a passion. She hated how phony he was. She hated how he treated her mother—how he pretended to love her because she fit the right image. What Joseph loved was power and control. He used his money to dominate and break Tasha’s mother.

Tamara didn’t work. She forfeited her freedom for a life she thought she wanted and she was miserable. She took her misery out on her only child. Tamara was jealous of the relationship Tasha had with her father. She was also jealous of Tasha’s choices. Most mothers want the best for their children. Tamara subconsciously wanted someone to feel worse than she did.

So Tasha began to eat to cover up the pain of knowing that her perfect family was one big lie. In her ten-year-old mind, Tasha somehow knew how helpless, powerless, and miserable she was. But the food gave her some control. So she ate. She ate and she cried.

Tasha also hated her mother for being so weak.

“Why does she stay with him and take it?” she would ask herself. “I will never allow anybody to control me like that!”

But Tasha had no voice. So she let food become her voice. It was her spokesperson. She ate and waited until she had her chance to really control her own destiny. Until then she exercised the only control she had.

By the time Tasha reached the age of twelve, she was pushing 220 pounds, had a face full of pimples, and no friends.

She also carried the anger around inside and wouldn’t open up to anyone. Her only saving grace was that she was good in school. Bringing home A’s kept her parents from bothering her too much. They were too busy dealing with their own problems, and as long as Tasha was successful in school, that meant they didn’t have to expend any energy on her.

Tasha’s mother tried to get her to control her weight. She would torture her once a month with shopping trips. That was when Tasha became interested in fashion. She and her mother would shop at the mall and she would be dragged into Lane Bryant.

Tasha wanted to shop at the Gap, Aéropostale, and Urban Outfitters. She wanted to wear BCBG, Citizens of Humanity, Polo, and the other styles that kids in her school were sporting.

“Baby, those jeans don’t go up to size twenty-two,” her mother would remind her. “You have to buckle down and lose weight if you want me to buy you some Gap jeans, sweetie. It’s just that simple.”

Tasha hated that bitch Lane Bryant, whoever she was. She hated her for her cheap, Lycra-infused pants, her big, ugly floral-print shirts. Lane Bryant had tried to get “hip,” but for a twelve-year-old there was nothing hip about wearing the Lane Bryant label on your ass. It wasn’t cool. She didn’t want to look like Mo’Nique.

Standing in the fitting room, looking at the muffin top spill out over the size-22 Lane Bryant jeans, Tasha made up her mind right then to make a change.

“You have such a pretty face. You have so much potential, baby,” her mother said. “You might need a twenty-four. I’ll go get you a bigger size.”

Oh, hell no! Tasha thought. She was not going to wear a size 24. She was done. Tasha had begun reading books by Judith Krantz. They opened her mind to possibilities she didn’t know existed. They awakened things inside her body that she had no clue were there. Tasha wanted to know what that love feeling was like. She wasn’t getting any at home. She knew there was something more out there. Maybe her mother had a point. She was only eating herself into oblivion to spite her parents. But outside the weight issue, neither of them seemed to care much. So who was she hurting, really?

Tasha would spend hours in her room reading. And when she wasn’t reading, she was watching old Katharine Hepburn movies and Bette Davis movies and Joan Crawford movies. She admired those women—their glamour, the way they spoke, their strength. She studied their speech patterns. She also loved Diahann Carroll, the first real black diva of Tasha’s time. Even though Tasha was such a little girl when Dominique Deveraux burst on the scene in the mid to late 1980s on Dynasty, Tasha was spellbound. Dominique was so much more than either Krystal or Alexis Carrington because Dominique looked like Tasha…or at least the way Tasha imagined she should look.

By the time Tasha turned twelve, she had perfected the unaccented, perfect diction and grammar of the small-and big-screen divas she grew up idolizing. Heading into her teens, Tasha was caught up in fashion. She would take the money her father gave her and spend it on fashion magazines. She would tear out the pictures of the models and tape them to her wall. She was just a baby when Beverly Johnson made her groundbreaking appearance on the cover of Vogue in 1974, but Tasha became a quick study. She also followed the career of Iman Abdulmajid, the daughter of a Somali ambassador to Saudi Arabia who became a modeling sensation in America and was known by only her first name. She was excited when Alek Wek came on the scene because she looked so different from anyone she had ever seen on the runway or on the pages of magazines—outside National Geographic, of course.

If she can be a model, hell, anyone can be a model, she thought, looking at her pictures.

Alek was striking, but also startlingly ugly by most standards—especially in the black community, where skin color and hair texture and length were so much a part of determining beauty. Alek was blaaaaaack, bald headed, nappy headed, and bony.

But Tasha felt ugly, too. So seeing Alek gave her a glimmer of hope.

On that last tortured shopping trip to Lane Bryant, Tasha made a decision. She would fit into the clothes she wanted to wear. She found a way. When she turned fifteen, Tasha discovered that if she simply threw up everything she ate, she could lose lots of weight. By the summer of her sixteenth birthday, Tasha had lost eighty-two pounds. She was six feet, a hundred and thirty-seven pounds and ready to take on the world.

By her seventeenth birthday, she’d made a decision. She had saved up more than $2,000. She took her money and bought a one-way bus ticket to New York City. She left Augusta determined to be the next Beverly Johnson. She had done her homework. Tasha had studied all of the agencies, knew all of the top agents and all of the other players in the game. She would get to New York and go on the rounds. She figured she would be signed in a couple of weeks and then she would be off to Paris to do runway modeling. She had it all planned out.

Unfortunately, when she got to New York, she was told the same thing over and over: “You don’t have the right look.”

“What the fuck does that mean?” she said to the white-bread agent at Wilhelmina, the fifth agency that told her that.

“Um, well,” the woman stammered, taken aback by Tasha’s boldness. “We’re looking for models that are, well, a little less hippy.”

“Hippy? I barely have hips. What are you talking about?” Tasha said. She was right. The one thing she didn’t have was hips. She was actually pretty boyish in that department.

“Well, it’s not hips, exactly. It’s your derriere. It’s too large,” said the agent, satisfied that she’d just spit it out.

“My ass is too big?!” Tasha said. “You have got to be kidding!”

Her ass was too big. Tyra Banks had not yet come on the scene to let the world know that curves are part of what makes a woman a woman. They weren’t ready for Tasha, who at six feet had a body that rivaled Janet’s, but had Janet’s ass, too. With all that hard work Tasha had put in to be ready, it was not enough.

She starved herself, losing more weight than she should and it still wasn’t enough. She’d left her home in Georgia because she knew she was going to be a model and yet that door kept closing in her face. There were no friends or allies or mentors for Tasha in New York, no one to turn to. She had to find a job to support herself—and fast. Two thousand dollars wasn’t going to last very long in New York.

She took a position as an assistant to an agent at Wilhelmina. The white-bread agent liked Tasha’s “spunk.” She also felt a little bad about turning her down. There was an assistant’s position open and she offered it to Tasha.

“You can learn the business,” the white-bread lady told Tasha. “Who knows, maybe the industry will change in a year or two and your type will be coveted. This business is funny like that.”

Tasha didn’t think shit was funny. But she decided to take the job. She needed to take care of herself. There was no way Tasha was going back to Augusta. She just couldn’t. She figured she would learn the business of modeling from the bottom to the top, and when she learned all she needed, they had better watch out. She would be back.

It took Tasha two years of intense learning, and even more intense saving. But Tasha Reynolds came back to give the modeling agencies, and all of those who’d said her booty was too big, something to regret.

Tasha started her own agency.

In less than three years, she built hers into one of the top modeling agencies in the business. She even managed to steal away Elite’s top female model and discovered Dorian Vance, who was on the billboard for Abercrombie & Fitch right before the entrance into the Lincoln Tunnel.

And with this new find, Justin Blakeman, Tasha would solidify herself as the queen of the modeling world.

“He’s coming back with me to New York,” she announced to herself. “He is mine.”
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