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One




PROLOGUE


I had that dream again last night. It’s been tormenting me for a long time. It plays in my mind as clearly as a movie on the silver screen, with me in my most glamorous role ever. I’m the star of this imaginary filmstrip, taking center stage, with all my dreams coming true for the world to see.

But this beautiful dream always turns tragic. It turns ugly in a million different ways, as if Satan is writing the script and has so many ideas for horrible endings that he’s making me watch every one of them while I sleep.

But oh, the beginning is so sweet.

As always, I’m wearing a glittery silver gown that makes me look like a statue of pure diamonds. My hair is laid and I’m dripping in bling, with too many icy karats to count, sparkling in my earrings, necklace and eye-popping ring.

I look so hot, the TV cameras can’t help but keep returning to show off my glam to the world by focusing on me in my aisle seat just a few feet from the gleaming stage. I see myself on the giant screens, framed by rows of Hollywood’s who’s who, all decked out in tuxedos and sparkling gowns. Beside me, my date’s face is a brown oval blur, but I know he’s handsome and sporting that tux like a Sean John model. His mouth and eyes come into focus; he’s smiling at me lovingly, like I’m the most beautiful woman in the world. And in my dream, I am and the world knows it.

Then Denzel Washington steps up to the microphone carrying a single white envelope. His world-famous face beams with a huge smile. He keeps looking at me like he knows a juicy secret. Sometimes he gives me a wink. Other times all I get is a mischievous grin.

In his best movie-star voice, Denzel looks at the teleprompter and says: “The nominees for best actress in a motion picture are Meryl Streep for The Token, Angela Bassett for The Beyonce Knowles Story, Beyonce Knowles for The Sasha Fierce Story, Jennifer Lewis for Mama-dem and Yancey Harrington Braxton for Her Mother’s Daughter. And the Oscar goes to—”

Denzel pauses as he opens the envelope. He smiles, looks at me and announces: “Yancey Harrington Braxton.”

My head spins. I’m smiling so hard that my cheeks ache. Tears of joy sting my eyes. I feel like my body is floating up on a cloud. Until I press my lips to the warm cheek of my date, who’s smiling and joining the thunderous applause.

I’m so floaty with happiness that I don’t feel my silver stilettos touch the plush red carpet as I walk toward the stage. The black steps are a blur through tears that stream down my face. This is the moment that I’ve been dreaming about all my life. I’ve rehearsed my acceptance speech over and over.

But with this tingly jolt of excitement shooting through me, would I remember to thank all the people in my life who had made this magic moment happen? I grip my sparkly purse containing the note that will help me remember to thank all those who have supported me, those who have loved me. The crowd is clapping and screaming at a fever pitch and I have never felt so important and loved in my entire life.

Finally, I make it up to the stage. Denzel kisses my cheek and hands me my gold statue. Then in a magical wave, his long arm directs me to the podium and my loyal subjects. The lights are so bright and hot. I’m nervous, but I’m ready. From my purse, I retrieve that paper that I wrote on when I won my first pageant.

“First I would like to thank God, even though I don’t know Him.” I smile at the audience with a great deal of bravado. My voice sounds smooth and strong, despite the fact that every muscle in my body is shaking with excitement. “I would like to thank the Academy, even though I can’t understand why it has taken you so long. I would like to thank my producers and directors, even though you made it perfectly clear that I got this role because Halle Berry and Vanessa Williams turned you down.”

I pause for dramatic effect. I’m loving the captivated expressions on all the important Hollywood people’s faces as I deliver an acceptance speech that’s way more bodacious than anything they’ve ever heard.

“I would like to thank my agent, even though he wouldn’t return my phone calls until I withheld a commission payment.” The crowd is laughing and cheering me on at the same time.

“You tell it, Yancey!” they shout. “Go on, girl, with your bad self!”

But then the back door of the auditorium opens with a blaze of light. Out walk several people from my past. They’re smiling, so I assume they’re here to congratulate me. There’s my first boyfriend, my first vocal and dance teacher and Nicole Springer, an actress and former friend until I showed my ass. Here comes John Basil Henderson, the dangerously handsome man I almost married; he’s carrying a bouquet of red roses. Also coming toward me is a beautiful young girl whom I don’t recognize. She looks so excited and happy to see me as she skips past all my friends.

“Yancey!” a familiar voice calls. I look offstage. It’s my mother. She’s wearing the same silver dress that I have on, the same jewels and—even though I’m certain it’s a wig—her hair is styled exactly like mine.

The sight of her makes me feel like this fantastic bubble of excitement and accomplishment and recognition of my talent by the world is suddenly about to pop. Her sharp, disapproving glare could pierce a hole through me and the silver screen where this dream is coming true. And I literally hear a popping sound as she speaks:

“Yancey, Yancey.” She says my name like I am in trouble; her voice shoots through the cheer and excitement in a way that makes me feel like I’ve been smacked in the face. “So you think you’re big time now, huh? You still got that birthmark?”

She’s walking toward me as if I’m still a kid and she has a switch in her hand, ready to whup my behind for doing something bad. She is coming toward me dressed like a black June Cleaver, carrying an iron with a massively fake smile. And even though I’m standing on the stage with the adoring smiles and applause of Denzel and an auditorium full with superstars, I cower and tremble. Suddenly my voice sounds meek:

“No, Mother, I wouldn’t be here without you.”

“You got that right,” she snaps with a disgusted twist of her mouth. “So, when you gonna thank me?”

I point to the bottom of my list. “I’m getting to that. See? Look here. Here’s your name.”

My mother smirks with a crooked grin, then shouts:

“You still ain’t shit, bitch!”

Then, as always, the curtains fall on this dream-turned-nightmare.

I wake up. My body trembles under a cold sweat. My eyes burn with hot tears. And I fear my real dreams will always be out of my grasp.

 

CHAPTER 
1


As I savor the first sip of my second glass of wine, my eyes move to the television and I say to myself, “Yancey, that’s the bitch who got your life.”

Here I am in a third-rate hotel (it used to be a Days Inn) down the street from the Jackie Gleason Theater near South Beach in Miami. I’m in the second week of my role as Deena Jones in a bus-and-truck company of Dreamgirls. The producers aren’t extravagant when it comes to lodging, and I can’t wait until this tour is over and I can get my beautiful ass back to New York City where I belong.

I’m sitting here watching the DVD of the 2007 Grammys, and there is Beyonce singing and gliding across the stage with Tina Turner. That should’ve been me singing with Tina or on the stage alone, but things haven’t turned out the way I’d planned. And I don’t have much time before it will be too late.

My name is Yancey Harrington Braxton, and I’m a singer and actress. I’ve been close to stardom and even had a big pop hit at the beginning of the decade, but just as I got near Beyonce and Tina status, something happened that slammed the door in my face.

I’m thirty-six in actress years, which really means I’m a sneeze away from turning forty. At times that scares me, but thank God I still have my looks, especially a body that could compete with a twenty-year-old on the beach and in the bedroom.

I had come to Miami with a plan to make a second comeback but I’m running out of ideas. Maybe I need a stalker; then people would feel sorry for me. I could do the drug thing and go into rehab. It looks like it might work for Miss Whitney and Lord knows it ain’t hurting that crazy singer from England, Amy Winehouse. I’m much too vain to put on a few pounds and then become a spokesperson for one of the weight-loss companies like Queen Latifah. But there has to be something legal that I can do to push myself back onto the national scene one last time. This is a time when it seems everybody and their mama has a reality show. Surely there is still room for a legitimate star of my caliber. Yeah, that’s the ticket—I need my own reality show.

I took this job even though I hate working with a bunch of no-talent people who’ve never set foot on a Broadway stage unless they were pushing a broom across it, but I’d run into some tough times with my finances. Besides, I’ve played the role of Deena Jones since I was in my twenties and could do it in my sleep. Gone are the days when I can demand first-class transportation, suites and car service. Let’s not forget my name over the title on the theater marquee. Most producers and directors aren’t savvy enough to recognize talent and class in one package.

Thank God I still own a really nice town house on the Upper East Side. I’d always planned to use it as my nest egg but now when I need to sell it, the real estate market has gone to hell in a handbasket. A lot of people were interested in purchasing it, but with the banks tight with money, even so-called rich white folks are having a hard time getting a loan. My real estate agent told me that my best hope for getting my asking price is if some rich Russian falls in love with it and pays cash. I told her that she needs to get her ass on a plane to Russia quick, fast and in a hurry.

If I sell the house, I’ll get myself a smaller place and there will still be enough money left over to get new headshots and some new outfits and go sit my ass in some spa where rich men hang out. I just can’t take another night in a seedy hotel when somebody with as little talent as Beyonce has all the things I’m supposed to have, including a rich, powerful husband. It should be me who’s the toast of the red carpet, with my own clothing line and preparing for yet another world tour.

As I watched Tina and Beyonce complete their performances and take their bows I thought, “I can sing better than both of them.” I’d give them a run for their money on the dancing as well. When did it all go wrong for me and why? I was born to be a star.

I’m a statuesque five feet eight inches, 125 pounds with a twenty-two-inch waist. A beige princess with a diamond-shaped face, golden brown eyes and auburn-tinted hair that falls just below my shoulders. My arms are long and slender, almost perfect … almost. I am still as beautiful as any actress, black or white, working today. I just need to remind Hollywood of that so I can move from the D-list back to the A-list.

As I tried to figure out what I could do to get some positive press, I thought back to almost ten years before when I was on Broadway starring in yet another Dreamgirls revival. I guess I should be thankful that Jennifer Hudson and Beyonce made the movie musical. Still, I’m pissed that I couldn’t even get a role as an extra in the glitzy film. Maybe the first step for me should be to get another agent and by this I mean a good one. And I don’t mean somebody calling himself an agent/producer like the current fool who represents me, Zeus Miller. First of all what kind of name is that? But for now he’s the best that I can do.

I finished my glass of wine and looked around the tacky room for the rest of the bottle. Another glass would ensure me of at least a sound sleep and I wouldn’t spend the night worrying about how I was going to keep the bank from foreclosing on my home before I could sell it and hopefully make a nice profit or at least break even.

Just as I got up, there was a knock at my door. I figured it was housekeeping finally bringing the extra towels I’d asked for three hours ago. If I was staying in a Four Seasons or the Ritz Carlton South Beach, I would have had those towels before I hung up the phone. I miss those days more than I can say. You get what you pay for.

I pulled together my robe and opened the door.

“You got a corkscrew I can borrow for a few?” It was Violet Smith, one of the understudies for the musical and my next-door neighbor. Violet is an okay-looking young girl when she has makeup on. She’d made it to the top ten on American Star a couple seasons back and landed a small part in the Dreamgirls movie, something she never fails to tell people when she meets them. Now with shows like American Idol and So-You-Think-You-Can-Do-This-or-Do-That, any clown can have a little time in the sun. Gets on my damn nerves. When I first entered the business you had to have talent before you appeared on stage or television, let alone being cast in a movie. I have sold millions of CDs, had a number-one hit and appeared on Broadway countless times. Damn, I was even nominated for a Tony Award. I should have won and would have if Patti Lupone had taken her old ass somewhere and sat down.

Violet stood there impatiently. “Yeah, but I’m not lending it out,” I said. “Bring your bottle of wine to my room and I’ll open it for you.” Maybe Violet will have the decency to offer me a glass and I can save my corner for later on tonight in case I wake up.

Violet gave me an are-you-serious look. “Girl, quit playing,” she said, “I promise to bring it right back. I got a real nice man I met at the after-hour’s club off Lincoln in my room waiting on me. I know we normally hang out and talk but I can’t tonight, hon. I got some catching up to do. Some of the cast is watching the semifinals of American Star in Dalton’s room. Why don’t you go down there? I think they got some drinks.”

I ignored her suggestion that I join a bunch of sexually confused chorus boys watching a bunch of no-talent teenagers and walked over to the desk and picked up the corkscrew I’d stolen from the hotel we’d stayed at in Tampa. It was one of the few times we’d stayed in a hotel that had a wine list and twenty-four-hour room service. Still, it wasn’t a five-star hotel, but more like a two and a half.

When I turned around, Violet had let herself into my room and was sitting in the chair making herself at home. I made a mental note to make sure to let Violet know I didn’t like people invading my space without my permission. I don’t have roommates on the road, no matter how much money it saves.

“Did you hear who was in the audience tonight?”

“Who, Michelle Obama?” I asked, being cute.

“No, honey, but I hope that she and the president will come to this show. That would really put us on the map. It was Nicole Springer. She was one of the Deena Jones that played in the show when it was on Broadway back in the day. Do you know her?”

“No” I lied. Of course I knew Nicole Springer, and if there was one person I despised more than Beyonce it was Nicole “Miss Perfect” Springer. I’d understudied her on Broadway and plotted her demise by spiking her coffee. I don’t think she ever found out or suspected me because I was a better actress than she was. I have to admit that the reason I dislike her so is that everything came so easily to her. Talented, beautiful and nice to almost everyone, and to me that took just too much work.

“That’s funny, she said she knew you. Dalton and I were going to bring her to your dressing room but we were so busy talking. Dalton used to take voice lessons from her in Atlanta and was a member of her theater group. She was the one who talked him into auditioning for this show,” Violet said.

I was not going to engage her in this Nicole banter so I just handed her the corkscrew. “Now don’t make me have to knock on your door to get this back.”

“Thanks,” she said popping up from the chair, “and don’t worry, you won’t have to. As soon as my company leaves I will bring it back. If you don’t answer I’ll leave it by your door.”

“Don’t do that because if it comes up missing, I’m still coming back to you. Understand?” What did it say about my depressed life that I was clutching a corkscrew the way a diabetic relies on insulin.

“I hear you. Thanks, Yancey. You’re the best.”

I shut the door and thought, I once was the best and very soon I’ll be the best again. These bitches better get out of my way!
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I WAS SITTING AT my dressing-room table removing my makeup when I heard a knock at the door.

“Come in,” I shouted.

Dalton McGurdy, the understudy for C. C. White, stuck his head in and asked if he could talk to me for a moment.

I like Dalton more than most of the chorus boys but now I was a little apprehensive since he knew Nicole. He was talented and a bit unusual. I assumed he was gay but he was also in charge of the weekly Bible studies the cast held that I never attended. I didn’t see how a gay boy could conduct biweekly Bible study. But this was the theater, where conventional rules didn’t apply.

“Sure, Dalton, come on in.”

Dalton was light brown and on the thin side. He had an unshaven face and had recently cut his dreads, which made him look boyish and not old enough to play the main character, Effie’s brother, and my love interest in the first half of the show. Thank God we didn’t have any kissing scenes.

“I only need to see you for a few moments. Here’s a CD of some of the songs I’ve written. It’s classic R & B kinda like Stephanie Mills and Angela Winbush used to sing. I think you have the perfect voice for the songs.”

“Okay, lay it on my dresser and I’ll listen to them when I get a chance.”

Why did all of these kids think they could write music or choreograph dances just because they were in a show?

“Take your time because I just found out I might have a gig in New York after this show closes and we’ll have plenty of time to talk about it.”

“I thought you were going back to Atlanta.”

“No, hon, I’m from Athens, Georgia, you know, the University of Georgia, go bulldogs.”

“What?”

“Don’t mind me, I was just making a little joke, or should I say making a little cheer.”

“Whatever, Dalton.”

“Danni—I told you my good friends call me Danni.”

“Okay, Danni,” I said, wondering when we had suddenly become good friends.

“See you at the next show or maybe back at the hotel.”

“Okay, whatever. Hey, I heard you were really tight with Nicole Springer.”

“You mean Nicole Springer-Stovall? Oh, I just love her. She is the greatest. Ms. Stovall said she knew you back in the day.”

“What did she say about me?”

“Oh, that you were really talented, beautiful and a real go-getter.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, I think she respects you a lot. She encouraged me with my songwriting.”

“Then why didn’t you give her the songs? I remember an okay voice,” I said.

“Nicole is done with that side of the business. She told me she just loves teaching and being a wife and mother.”

“Oh, I forgot what they say. Those who can’t, teach,” I said with a wicked grin.

“Well, let me get out of here,” Dalton said with slight disappointment in his voice. If he wanted to really work with me he was going to have to get over his infatuation with Nicole Springer.

“Whatever, Dalton.”

Dalton left my dressing room and it was back to my mirror time.
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SOMETIMES I DON’T LIKE what I see in the mirror and this evening before I left for the theater was no different. I decided to do something about it. In the cramped dressing room I looked into the tiny mirror on the wall that was chipped in two places and gave myself a much needed pep talk.

I spoke swiftly and with great conviction. “Yancey Harrington Braxton, stop feeling sorry for yourself. You a bad bitch! It’s time to show the world what you’re really made of. What you’re capable of. It starts tonight when you open the stage door. You’re as good as Vanessa L. Williams, Angela Bassett and Gabrielle Union. No! Not as good as, better than all those pretend divas. A setback is a setup for a comeback, bitch. Now let’s get to work.”



CHAPTER 
2


All Ava Middlebrooks wanted was for those loud-ass broads to quiet down so she could watch American Star in peace. Ava didn’t know who she hated more—ghetto-girl whores or white trailer-trash bitches. Sadly, this prison was filled with both.

Her favorite singer, a teenaged girl from a little town in Ohio, was up there on the stage right now. Ava stared at the screen, mesmerized by how the satin-smooth notes of “Summertime” could ride such a big voice in such a little body.

“Yawl betta change the channel to Dancing with the Stars,” Sheronda Jenkins shouted as her hulking figure blocked the TV in the beige-walled rec room of the women’s prison.

“Get out the way!” Ava yelled, standing up. “You watched your show last week. It’s our turn. So move!”

Sheronda stomped toward Ava, coming at her like a bull in orange cotton. The fluorescent light glowed on the shiny skin between Sheronda’s fresh cornrows. She squinted and spat: “That’s yo ass, old bitch.”

Unfazed, Ava crossed her arms and sat down on the couch between her girls, Lyrical and Cheryl. She craned to look around Sheronda to focus back on that girl with the magic voice on TV. That child represented everything that these prison broads didn’t. Success. Talent. Reaching for your dreams. Living life to the fullest.

And that was exactly what Ava planned to be doing twenty-four hours from now, in the comfort of her own home in the free world. Her whole body tingled with the thrill of resuming her prominent place in society. She would go to the salon and stay there until she’d achieved perfection with her hair, nails, toes and skin. She would dine on gourmet meals. She would sink into the buttery leather seat of a luxury sedan. And her daughter had better have a big dinner party to welcome Ava home if she knew what was good for her.

“You hear me?” Sheronda shouted, standing at Ava’s feet.

Ava looked up with a bored expression.

“I’m out of this hellhole tomorrow,” Ava snapped, with a haughty tilt of her chin. “And I’m not about to jeopardize my freedom by stooping to your ghetto ways.”

“How is your ass getting out anyhow? Didn’t your crazy ass shoot somebody? I thought they gave you fifteen to life.”

“I know important people,” Ava snapped.

“I bet you do but let’s see how they treat you now that you’re a convicted felon. I don’t think the country club types take too kindly to people like us.”

Ava stared up at Sheronda with disgust and pity. She and her ghetto girl crew were no different from the white trailer trash chicks who hung together. Black or white, they all came from the lower rungs of society, and because they didn’t know any better, were destined to languish there forever.

But not Ava. She was about to rise back up to where she belonged. She simply shook her head and told Sheronda, “You need to get yourself some anger-management classes. Now move!”

Sheronda glared down at Ava with hate in her eyes. Her wide chest rose and fell with her heavy breathing. Those dark blue tattoos up and down her caramel-colored forearms rippled like a creeping rash as Sheronda clenched and unclenched her fists, over and over.

“Girl, move!” a woman on the couch behind them shouted. “We tryin’ to watch!”

“Will you please move!” a white woman yelled.

“That ho always tryin’ to start somethin’,” another woman said. “You betta put your wide behind in a chair and watch the show.”

“I ain’t gon’ watch that white shit!” Sheronda snapped. “I want American Star. That’s our show.”

“Yeah, turn it!” yelled another woman.

Ava rolled her eyes. “Turn around and look. A black girl is stealin’ the show. Don’t be so prejudiced. The judges love her. Just look at the judges’ faces.”

Sheronda pointed a finger at the dozen women sitting around the TV. “Last time I looked in the judge’s face, I ended up in this joint—”

“Sit down and shut up!” Cheryl snapped, standing to face Sheronda. Cheryl was cool people. She was tiny, and her milk-white skin and spiky peroxide-yellow hair contrasted with Sheronda’s. But she stared down the bigger woman without an ounce of fear.

“What you gon’ do?” Sheronda threatened, hunching lower to glare at Cheryl nose to nose.

Good. Now Ava could see that girl sing on TV. The beauty of her voice raised goose bumps on Ava’s flesh. And when she sang the lyrics “your daddy’s rich,” Ava’s eyes burned with tears. She had sung “Summertime” in her cabaret show once. Ava was thinking that soon she’d be rich again too.

Ava loved that powerful look in the singer’s eyes. Like she owned the world. Soon as she stepped out of this place, Ava would look at everyone and everything just like that. The singer was nearing the end of the song, and Ava leaned forward to hear every beautiful note.

“Can’t none a’ y’all bitches watch!” Sheronda shouted. She stood in front of the TV, blocking the screen, reaching backward to wrap her arms around it. “How ya like me now?”

Two dozen women rushed up like a swarm of bees, yanking Sheronda’s arms.

Ava remained seated, hoping they would extract Sheronda in time to hear the end of the girl’s song and get the judges’ responses.

Four guards stood around them.

“Sit down or all of you will return to your cells,” the guard shouted. “Now!”

The women obeyed. And when they dispersed, a TV commercial was playing.

“Damn!” Ava snapped. “We missed it.”

Beside her, Lyrical whispered, “Sit tight, I’ll take care of this bitch.”

Sheronda shot a hate look at Ava as she crossed her arms, sitting with her group of bull-dykish broads who were probably lesbians. Ava suspected that all these women had some girl-on-girl tendencies. But she wasn’t about to stoop to muff diving, no matter how hot and bothered her body had gotten in here.

No, she would let a man take care of all that, starting tomorrow. Whoever he was had better get ready to make up for all the lonely nights she’d had to take care of it herself here in prison. She’d almost lost her mind from the burning hunger—

A flash of yellow and brown caught her eye.

Cupcakes.

They were arranged on a tray made of newspapers carried by Lyrical, who carefully walked toward Ava. The other women surrounded them. Even Sheronda, but her big ass probably just wanted a cupcake.

“We’ll miss your ass,” Lyrical said, smiling as she offered the treats to Ava. “I made up a little rap I want to do for you after we eat. I call it ‘The Classy Mama Anthem’ and it ain’t got no curse words in it.”

Ava’s heart softened. She could feel her face forming into an expression of shock. Everyone and everything around her was so hard. Yet this was such a gentle and sweet gesture. Even her own rap song, though Mama wasn’t a moniker Ava answered to.

“We got the cupcakes out of the vending machine,” Cheryl said with a shrug. “The best we could do, you know?”

Ava smiled, refusing to let the threat of tears show up in her eyes. She couldn’t get that soft. There was a tough world awaiting her and Ava knew it wasn’t for sissies. Her own mother had taught her that.

“Take one,” Cheryl said. “You first.”

Ava took a yellow cupcake with white frosting drizzled across the top.

“Mmmmm,” she said, loving the sweet taste and the attention. Yes, the sweetness.

Tomorrow, after she got out of here, she would be living the sweet life.



CHAPTER 
3


Two days later, it’s closing night in Miami and some wannabe socialite is throwing the cast a party at Crowbar, one of the hottest clubs on South Beach. I’m walking into the club like I’m appearing at an Oscars after party.

My hair is down and bone straight and I’m wearing this cute, short black-and-white dress I purchased at BC/BG on Lincoln Road. It’s a strapless number and the top is white lace, pleated across the chest, and the bottom half is black satin. I have on a pair of black patent leather Christian Lacroix pumps and am carrying a small black beaded bag. No matter what LaNita Duncan thinks, I’m the star of this show.

LaNita is playing the role of Effie White (which some folks are foolish enough to consider the lead), and let’s just say no fat suit required. The producers discovered her in some backwoods church in Tennessee and all of a sudden she thinks she’s an actress. I spot her in the corner with a bunch of the boys from the cast clinking champagne glasses in the air, and so I head in the opposite direction to the bar.

A cute Cuban bartender smiles. “What can I get for you, pretty lady?”

“Let me get a mojito,” I said, placing my purse on the bar.

I recognize a couple more castmates heading to the dance floor and sometimes I nod and other times I act like I don’t see them. The producers are the only reason I’ve graced this little affair. They asked everybody to come because this socialite is thinking about investing some money, which might allow us a few more cities.

When we leave Miami we have two days in Tallahassee and then Raleigh before the tour is supposed to end. I really don’t care if more cities are added because I’m ready to get back to New York. I also want to make sure that the producers remember my face in the place when my bonus comes up. Sometimes when you do things to piss producers off it takes them a little longer to deliver your check. This is another problem with doing a bus-and-truck production. If that happened during a New York production I would be on the phone with the union rep so fast heads would spin, and I would have my money.

The bartender sets my drink down. “Here you go; would you like some appetizers from the buffet table?”

“No thanks,” I said. For a moment I wondered what it would be like if my mother, Ava, was here for the party. Due to a little time being served upstate, Ava isn’t here tonight. But if she was, she would be shouting at the top of her lungs, “Who organized this chicken wing affair and where can a bitch get a drink to quench her thirst?” I smile to myself and remember how I miss Ava, even though she is the last of the original bitches from hell. She taught me everything I know on how to be a bitch-diva without really trying. And despite her numerous faults, Ava is my mother.

On most nights of this second-rate tour I’m ambivalent, at best, about being in this cast, but on nights like this I hate being forced to take this job. A hatred so deep I’m scared that if somebody says the wrong thing to me, the slapping will begin without hesitation. Then I’ll have to worry about lawsuits and jail. One woman locked up in the family is enough.

I’ve been to hundreds of opening- and closing-night parties and I can tell by just looking around the club that this one will elude my memory before morning breaks.

I order myself another drink and look away from the bar for the producers. I want them to know I’m here so that I can get my ass back to the hotel, change and do some real clubbing. As my eyes wander around the bar I see the person I’ve avoided for most of the tour coming toward me, smiling.

Her name is Marshawn Dallas and she plays the role of Michelle, the new girl in the fictional group the Dreams. I hear she’s the daughter of a wealthy interracial couple from outside of Boston and has attended Carnegie Mellon in Pittsburgh. I knew she was trouble when I walked into the auditions and I saw her whispering and laughing in my direction. It was such a middle-school move.

She walks up to me and smiles as if we are college girlfriends. Her light brown eyes dissect me, settling momentarily on my breasts. I know they are one of my best features but is this bitch a lesbo?

“Yancey, I was hoping you’d be here. We haven’t had a chance to talk since we started rehearsals,” Marshawn said, sitting on the stool next to me. She ordered a glass of red wine and then turned to face me.

“Hello, Marshawn,” I said reluctantly.

“You know I was hoping to get to know you better.”

“Why?”

“You’re Yancey Braxton, that’s why I googled you before we had the first meeting. I mean you’ve done everything—recording, stage. I know you didn’t do much television and movies but I’m sure that’s because you turned Hollywood down. Am I right?”

I study Marshawn to see if I can figure out what she is up to. She radiates spoiled bitch from the red bottom of her expensive shoes to the top of her sewn-in weave. Marshawn is in her early twenties, tall and lean, with a dancer’s legs and Angela Bassett-like defined arms. But from what I’ve heard just a passable voice.

“You’re a smart girl,” I said, sipping my drink.

“So what happened?”

I spotted a good-looking light-skinned brother and I felt his eyes on me. “What?” I asked, looking back at Marshawn.

“What happened to your career?” she repeated. I’d played this game with this girl before so I anticipated her next move. “I know I’m doing this second-rate production because I’m young, beautiful and at the start of my career. But you should be further along, shouldn’t you?”

Was I about to give out my first slap of the night? What was this Flavor of Love reject with the bleached teeth and too tight LBD (little black dress) trying to do? She can’t fool me. She’s bitch by birth, I’m one by choice, which means I work at it. It doesn’t take me long to see through the bullshit. I’ve done it so many times before. I guess Google didn’t inform her that I can flick the bitch switch in a split second.

I showed her what a truly phony smile looked like and said, “Sweetheart, I know you mean well, but my career is none of your concern. Why don’t you try doing some exercises to increase the size of those avocado pits I think you might call breasts. Enjoy your night, honey.” I grabbed my bag and stood.

Two hours later I wobbled in a pair of three-and-a-half-inch, open-toed, slingback Manolo Blahnik pumps, with my arms extended over my head, trying to hail a taxi. Music from the South Beach Club about four doors down from the Crowbar rang out behind me each time the door was opened and closed by clubgoers.

After leaving the casting party, I went back to the hotel, changed clothes and shoes and gave my luck another chance. I know I had drunk too much but it helps me forget my problems for a minute. No money, no man and if I’m honest with myself—no real career. Since I couldn’t get a taxi right away I figured one more club wouldn’t hurt. I picked one with a bright white façade that looked popular. Once inside, I could feel just about every man’s eyes checking out the full package.

I walked up to a glass-cased bar. There was a rainbow of blinking lights within it that pulsed with the beat of the music. I sneaked a peek at myself in the mirror behind the bar, and my hair was almost perfect, even for a home perm. I have to do it myself these days. A sista don’t have two or three hundred dollars to be handing out for a wash and blow dry.

My eyes lingered over the countless bottles of liquor that were stacked at the bar when a lean, chiseled bartender, sporting a Mohawk haircut, and a black, ribbed T-shirt that clung to him like a second skin, approached. “What will you have, sweetheart?”

I wanted to say, “I’ll have the most expensive drink your tattooed hand can pour in a glass.” But all I had in my purse was enough money to get me back to the hotel.

“Umm … ,” I said, tapping my beautifully manicured fingertip to my chin as I stalled for time. No way should I have to buy my own drink.

After a couple of seconds, I felt a presence to my left. “What are you drinking, beautiful?” I didn’t even turn to see what the man looked like. It doesn’t matter; he’d uttered the magic words.

I flashed my Broadway smile, and said, “Cognac. Louis the Fourteenth.” And that’s the way the entire night flowed. Men stepped up, bought drinks and shot their best game, as though they were auditioning for a high-paying job. But I turned them away like they had lied on their resumes. I guess I still have something left. At least my beauty hasn’t deserted me.

When I left the cast party for my quick change of clothes, my intentions were to find a tall, handsome man with one pocket full of paper, the other full of dick. A brotha who could leave my legs trembling after he climbed off me, but wouldn’t hesitate to drop five hundred dollars on a nice dinner before he got up the nerve to ask me for some. But since that was nowhere in sight, I decided to accept the drinks men (and women if they had the courage) bought, and make the most of it. Tomorrow is a travel day and we aren’t leaving until late in the day.

After what seemed like the fifth fat, short guy had tried to get me to go home with him, I asked a tall sista with a disturbing orange and purple ensemble, dancing by herself, what time it was.

“It’s almost two,” she said, her hand cupped to her mouth, screaming in my ear over the music.

It’s later than I thought, and any self-respecting woman knows, if you linger in a club until daybreak, men will think you’re just waiting for invitations to go home.

So I left the club a little past tipsy, but not yet pissy, trying to get a damn cab to stop. They raced past me like it was NASCAR, and I wondered did a sista have to yank down the front of her dress and flash the twins to get a lift.

Suddenly a car quickly stopped in front of me in the cab lane. It was a two-seater sports car with a pointy nose and huge wheels. Its color was a dark, dark blue, like a midnight sky, the streetlights reflecting off it like stars.

As casually as I could, I tilted my head a little, not wanting to seem like some busted-down ghetto girl, because I was intrigued by who could be inside. Maybe it was somebody from the Miami Heat or Miami Dolphins. But the windows were tinted.

As if the driver was reading my mind, the dark window smoothly powered down.

With a little effort now, I could see inside, and what I saw was the profile of an incredibly gorgeous man. He had the complexion of lightly toasted bread. His hair was cut down to a shadow and lined razor sharp all around. I could only see him from the side, but his profile was nothing short of majestic.

The car sat there idling, the exhaust emitting a deep, throaty purr, as smoke spiraled from the two pipes into the night air.

I stalled as best I could, letting a couple of cabs pass. I wanted the man inside to turn so I could see if he was as handsome from the front, or if he had ears too big or gold teeth, but he just sat still like a statue, as if he was waiting for something. I was dying to be noticed but there was no way I was going to show it.

A cab pulled up behind him and the cabbie waved for me to get in. No, I thought, I’m not budging. This was the cab stand. If this fool wasn’t trying to show off his new boy toy, the cab could’ve picked me up.

Another taxi pulled behind the first, then another, then they started honking their horns. But the man didn’t seem to notice or care. He acted like he was deaf.

I saw my opening. “Uh, I think that honking is meant for you, guy,” I yelled over the noise. Still nothing. So I took two steps to the car and lowered myself to the window. “Are you gonna move or—” He turned to look at me, and oh, yes, he was fine as a new mohair sweater. I stumbled over my words a moment, regained composure and finished my sentence. “You gonna move or what?” I asked, this time a little sweeter, a lot sexier.

He turned toward me. “Depends,” he said, his voice a smooth baritone, like the baseline in a quiet storm slow jam. “If you’d rather ride in a taxi or an Aston Martin.”

I wasn’t sure he was saying what I thought he was saying, so as cool as possible, I said, “Depends. Is this your Aston Martin?”

He cracked a smile. A deep dimple appeared in his left cheek, and his straight, white teeth seemed to brighten the car’s entire dim cabin.

My, my, he was phine!

With a gesture of his hand he said coolly, “Get in.”

Just like that? Oh no, I had to set him straight. “What?” I said, wondering just who he thought I was. “I’m not just any female on the street a man barks an order to—”

“Get in,” he said again, more forceful this time.

I looked at the fine man behind the wheel, and I don’t know why, because I’ve never done anything like this, but there I was pulling on the door handle and lowering myself into his magnificent ride.

[image: image]

CUT TO AN HOUR later. I’m standing not six inches from the floor-to-ceiling windows of S. Marcus Pinkston’s 54th floor, three-bedroom apartment at the Four Seasons in the Brickell area. The windows wrap all the way around the corner unit, and on one side you can see the sparkling lights of the downtown Miami skyline. On the other side, I’m staring down at the Miami harbor, stretched out, peaceful and placid, dotted with sailboats.

I’m barefoot on Brazilian wood floors, a glass of champagne with a splash of pomengrate juice in my hand. I’m with a man I don’t even know. I guess I trust him. I know it’s crazy. I trusted him enough to get in his car, and when he suggested he take me to his home instead of my hotel, I trusted him enough to agree. I guess he trusted me too, not knowing if I could be some Glenn Close Fatal Attraction–type stalker, for all he knows. Maybe he could be that stalker that I needed.

Don’t ask me why. Maybe it’s all the drinks I’d consumed or his unquestionable good looks, or the fact that I’m tired of counting dimes and quarters to make ends meet, denying myself all the finer things I’ve been accustomed to. He seems to have the means and is prepared to let me experience all those things for just one night.

And if I lay it on him right, maybe he’ll be my ticket back into the glamorous life that I deserve. Not to mention, he’s so fine, I have no doubt he’ll satisfy the craving for love that’s been making my body ache for far too long.

I take a tiny sip of my drink. It splashes over my palate like sweet nectar. I’m in the house of a man I don’t know, yet I feel totally comfortable. He had an aura about him that soothed me from the moment I jumped into his car.

“Tell me your name again, beautiful,” he says, extending a hand and leading me to a low black leather couch.

I place my hand in his and follow, saying, “Yancey Harrington Braxton.” His hand is soft as a velvet glove. “You must have rich blood by the feel of your hand. I bet you haven’t worked a day in your life.”

His voice is deep and seductive as he says, “I use my brains, sweetheart, not my hands. I save them for other things.”

The look in his eyes tells me it’s not for praying. I decide to probe. “So how old are you?”

“Thirty-something,” he says quickly.

“So what do you do? I mean, to be able to afford all this?” I asked as I waved the champagne flute like it was a conductor’s baton.

“I used to manage a hedge fund and dabble in the futures market. It’s the family business. Do you consider that working?”

“Yeah, I guess,” I teased and turned up my charm. Judging from his place, I need to be on his team. “So you got me in your car. Do you always get what you want?”

S. Marcus smiled, showing those dimples again. He leaned in playfully. “Most of the time, because I know what I want. And I know how to ask.”

You better believe he does. Don’t blow this, Yancey, I tell myself. This could be your golden ticket back. “What does the S stand for? Steven?”

“Do I look like a Steven to you?”

“You could definitely be a Steven.”

He gives a wink and says with a sip, “I can’t reveal that until after our fifth date.”

“Who said there would be a fifth date?” I ask with a laugh. Deep down, I’m loving the idea that he sees me as more than a one-night stand. And once he gets a taste of my sweet stuff, he’ll want to keep me in his life for a long time, to shower me with all this luxury.

My sassy response makes his eyes glow with intrigue, as if he’s never been challenged.

“Oh, there will be a fifth date,” he says confidently, looking at me like I’d be crazy not to stick around to share in his high life. “But if there isn’t, then you’ll never know who S. Marcus Pinkston is. Or what you’d missed out on.”

I shook my head, not knowing whether to admire the hell out of this guy or be taken aback by his gall. “So sure of yourself, aren’t you?”

“And you love it. So what is it that you do, Yancey Braxton?”

I hated that he knew my name and still had to ask, but I’d grown used to that. It hurts less than it did at first. “I’m an actress and I dabble in New York real estate.”

“Are you making any money in either one?”

“I do all right,” I lied.

“I bet you do. Listen,” he said, rising, “I’m going to get more comfortable. Make yourself at home and try not to miss me too much.” He then disappeared behind mahogany-paneled walls.

I’m still standing at the windows looking at the water when suddenly music pipes through the apartment. It is a seductive male voice I don’t recognize at first and then realize it’s neo-soul singer Anthony Hamilton. It has been a long time since I’ve been in a posh setting like this and I miss it terribly. I want to tell S. Marcus that I too once had it all, but who wants to explain how it all fell apart?

Just as I was feeling sorry for myself, the softest kiss brushes over on the curve of my neck. A hot wave of lust ripples through me. It feels so good, I don’t move. Because it makes me realize just how much I’ve missed a man touching me like that.

My body hungers for him just as much as my entire being aches to return to the life of luxury. And right now I feel like I’ll do anything to satisfy both cravings.

He put his heavy hand low on my hip. And I swear I could feel lightning shoot from his palm and his fingertips through my body. It didn’t help that he was touching me way too close to a place that needed love more than anything else. I took in a deep, sharp breath—almost a gasp—as that lightning crackled through every inch of me and sparked a fire between my legs. It was a wonder that I could feel so wet and so on fire at the same time. All I wanted was for this gorgeous man to do whatever he says he does with his hands. I needed him to touch me there, then hammer into the heat until it exploded and cooled down, at the same time intoxicating him with an overwhelming need for Yancey in his life.

“Turn around,” he whispers. “I want to see you.”

I do as I’m told with the obedience of a child. It’s not my style. But my body wants him so badly, I guess I can do it one night of my life. I turn, and he stands before me wearing nothing but a milk-white bath towel cinched around his waist.

I gasp, admiring his perfect anatomy. His body looks better than any guy on the cover of a fitness magazine. The sight of this magnificent piece of manhood makes my body burn even hotter. I cross my arms to hide my nipples, poking two hard points through my dress. But I can’t take my eyes off this luscious vision of male perfection.

Being in the theater, I’ve seen my share of perfect bodies, from gay chorus boys to toned leading men. But this one is all mine. It is muscled, strong and hairless and can give Michelangelo’s David a run for his money.

Then I saw something that let me know he was no Goody Two–shoes, that he could probably throw down like I needed him to. He had a circular Chinese tat around his waist that looks like a permanent belt. There was another tat with a red heart with the words Mom and R.I.P. I usually don’t like tats but on Marcus they look marvelous. Maybe he was a straight-laced, pinstripe-suited financial wizard by day, but this man definitely had a freakier side that I was about to meet by night.

Marcus moves closer to me, his lips almost touching mine. His breath smells of mint mouthwash.

The sensation of a gorgeous man’s lips this close to mine makes that blaze between my legs burn even hotter with need. I press my thighs together to massage the throbbing wetness that has created a creamy puddle in my panties; the friction sends a shiver through me that feels so good, I’m dizzy.

To steady myself, I rest my hand on his bicep, which is as hard as stone. If his dick is even half as hard as his arm, I am in for a sweet treat tonight. For a moment I think this is some type of dream and I must will myself never to wake up.

He moves even closer. He’s pressing his lips softly to mine, as though he knows he doesn’t have to ask permission. This isn’t my first time at the fair. I feel his broad chest brushing against my naked shoulders, the head of his stiff dick pressing through the fabric of my short dress.

A soft moan escapes my lips. All I want is to feel that ramming up into me for as long as I can take it.

He steps back.

“You know I want you,” he said.

“You said you always get what you want, right?” I asked playfully, wishing he would get on with the program. Men were always talking about the urgency of a hard dick. Well, if they ever felt the overwhelming urgency of a hot, hungry pussy, they’d understand that we need it just as much as they do.

“Yes,” he said. “Because I know what I want, and—”

“You know how to ask,” I finished for him, laughing. I look deep into his eyes. He seems like he’d be an attentive, unselfish lover. That’s just what I need, what I’ve been needing for a long time. “You got protection?” I ask softly.

“Yes,” he said, holding up a gold wrapper he seemed to pull from thin air.

“Oh, I see we have a regular Boy Scout here,” I smiled, relieved.

“Always prepared.”

“The zipper’s in the back,” I said, turning around and lifting my hair up slightly over my shoulders.

S. Marcus unzipped my dress, and followed the path of the zipper with his tongue from the small of my back to the center of my ass. He might as well have been dragging a giant matchstick down my spine, because that man’s tongue set off an inferno inside me. Every inch that he licked made my pussy ignite with a pulsating sensation that was like little flames licking at my moist flesh from the inside out.

Alicia Keyes’s voice is playing in the background, but I need her ass to shut up so this man can hear how he is making my pussy sing.

He reaches up, pulls the dress down past my breasts, waist and finally my knees. I’m standing in nothing but sheer pink panties, staring at the sky, my palms pressed against the glass. The beautiful view and the even better sensations make me feel like I’m on top of the world. And I’m going to use this situation to stay here.

“Very pretty,” he says, removing my panties with one swoop, obviously no stranger to the game. I love that this body looks so hard, but his touch and his kisses are so soft.

He continues kissing my cheeks, sucking them, sending bolts of electricity through my entire body. I close my eyes, seeing flashes of yellow and white—that lightning from his touch. On his knees, he spins me around, my ass slapping against the glass. I look down at him as he kisses my inner thighs, sinks his long, middle finger deep into his mouth, then aims it between my legs. I watch, panting with excitement.

“Aaahhh,” I cry out as his fingertip slips across my clit. He slowly slides his finger inside me. And I toss my head back with the shock of intense pleasure. Because now those lightning bolts are shooting up through my insides as he moves his finger in and out, letting his thumb dance on my clit.

I am so hot, so aroused, that my whole body begins to tremor. I have never come this fast. Ever.

His eyes sparkle as I open mine long enough to look into his face. “Yeah, baby, come for me like that.”

His thumb is rubbing so fast, round and round, back and forth, over my slippery berry, and his finger, stroking in and out—

“Ooh,” he says, “you need it bad, and I got it for you.”

A tingly sensation explodes between my legs, sending shivers through every inch of me. I’m crying out, gasping, shocked at the speed and intensity of this pleasure in this beautiful place with this gorgeous man.

Heaven. That word flashes in my head. Because I’m getting a little taste of heaven right at this moment. And I need him to keep looking at me like that, and keep making me feel like this, for a long time.

“I’m here to make you feel good,” he whispers seductively. “You ain’t seen nothin’ yet.” Ooh, I loved that he could switch from proper to slightly roughneck in the span of a whisper. That made me pulsate around his finger even harder as my clit danced under his expert touch.

When my moans let him know I’ve reached the limit, he stands. The towel falls.

And I gasp.

Because he has one of the most beautiful dicks I’ve ever seen. It’s jutting out from a soft nest of black hair, curving slightly up. Can this man get more perfect?

“All that for me?” I ask, looking at him with hunger in my eyes.
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