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Dedicated


to all the old and new flyy girls


who can relate


and to those


who only dream about it




Black America, 2003


It’s high stakes now when she rolls


the highway tolls have been taxed by Jones’s inflation


a proud Black Nation no longer exists


and although the boot straps of evidence still persists


the honest effort is no longer relevant


only eight figures pay the new cost of rent


forcing fast, luxurious cars to keep pace in haste and ignore the dents


until the green, silver, platinum, and gold is all spent


causing superstar Negroes to holla, “Damn!


Where all my money went?”


while in need of cool-headed, financial consultation


and less heated, overemotional stimulation.


Copyright © 2002 Tracy Ellison Grant





Vanessa



Hi. My name is Vanessa Tracy Smith. I’m Tracy Ellison’s oldest second cousin on her mother’s side. Many of you first read of me in Tracy’s sequel book, For the Love of Money. But some of you are a little confused now. That’s okay. I’ll explain everything.


My big cousin Tracy became famous ten years ago after publishing the story of her life in a book called Flyy Girl, as told to author Omar Tyree. She finished undergraduate school at Hampton University in Virginia, and continued school to receive a master’s degree in English. Mission accomplished, she moved back home to Philadelphia, passed all of her teaching certificate exams, and found a job as a junior high school English teacher. However, my cousin could never be satisfied as a schoolteacher. Not the flyy girl. So after thinking it over, she decided to quit her job as a schoolteacher and move to Hollywood, California, to chase her dreams as a poet and screenwriter. She had already written two volumes of unpublished poetry.


Out in Hollywood, Tracy took a few courses in screenwriting at UCLA, made friends in the television industry, and worked herself from an assistant writer position for a science fiction show on cable, into a proven staff writer and a freelancer for some of the major networks. But my cousin didn’t stop there. In perfect flyy girl mode, she attempted to create her own sitcom, Georgia Peaches, about a southern girl trying to break into the music and entertainment industry. Failing at that, she penned her first feature-length screenplay entitled Led Astray, about an African-American woman who exacts revenge on several Hollywood players who betray her.


While continuing to make new friends in high places, my cousin not only found a producer and a studio to develop and green-light her first film, but she walked away with the starring role and an associate producer credit.


Led Astray went on to triple its budget in ticket sales at the box office, my cousin became an instant star, and she was able to sign on the dotted line for a lucrative, three-film deal worth millions of dollars.


Pretty unbelievable, isn’t it? I would say. But that’s when I come in.


I had been told about my big cousin Tracy ever since I was a toddler. But what I heard of her was rarely a good thing. My mother would beat me over the head with negatives about my cousin as if it was a punishment.


“Girl, you think you’re so damn cute. You act just like your cousin Tracy. The world don’t revolve around you!”


Granted, I barely even knew who Tracy was at the time. It wasn’t as if she visited me, my mother, and my sisters while we relocated like nomads to different run-down apartments and houses in North Philadelphia, with my mother chasing her crazy ideas of love. All I knew was that Tracy was my mother’s first cousin, and that she was raised in a stable home in the better parts of Germantown. However, I had seen pictures of her, and if my mother believed that naming me Tracy and berating me with how similar I was to my namesake would somehow stop me from trying to emulate my cousin, she was wrong.


All of my mother’s name-dropping only made me think of Tracy night and day, whether she visited us in North Philly or not. My cousin soon became the focus point of my constant daydreams of a better life. Then her first book came out.


You would think my mother would have known about the book as much as she seemed to despise Tracy. But my mother was never much of a reader. So she didn’t know about the book that had her name, my aunt Marie, my grandmother Marsha, and my great aunts Patti, Joy, and Tanya in it until I had first started to read Flyy Girl at age eleven. It had been out for a few years by this time, and it had not been published nationally yet. It was still kind of underground.


I hid the book from my mother and read it day and night for three days straight until she finally caught me with it in my room. I was all the way at the end and had gotten a little careless with it.


She asked me, “What’s that you readin’?”


I didn’t even notice my mother when she walked into my room. I was just so into that book. It had me hypnotized. It was that good. But I got so nervous from being busted that I fumbled the book out of my hands and dropped it on the floor.


I mumbled, “Ummm . . .”


I was terrified and didn’t know what to say. My mother could read the surprise all over my face. I was sure she knew about the book. I tried to pick it up and hide it from her, like a fool.


“Gimme the damn book, girl,” she told me.


“Mom, it’s just a book,” I whined.


“Vanessa, if you don’t give me that damn book, I will break your damn hands!”


I was still hesitant until my mother reached out and snatched it from me.


“Gimme this damn book, girl!”


My little sisters looked at me as if I was nuts.


“All that over a book.”


They didn’t get books like I did. I had a lot more to dream about, I guess.


Anyway, my mother read the title out loud.


“ ‘Flyy Girl. Inside the big city there’s a mad obsession for gold, sex, and money.’ ” She looked at me and asked, “What are you doin’ readin’ this? And who gave this to you? Is this some kind of X-rated sex book?”


My two younger sisters began to eye me in alarm with hushed silence and wide eyes.


I was confused as I don’t know what. Didn’t my mother know about Tracy’s book? I had given her the benefit of the doubt, but maybe she didn’t know. Then she studied the artwork on the cover, with the gold earrings that read Tracy in script, and she just froze.


“What in the world . . .”


My mother was as shocked as I was. I was shocked that she didn’t know about it, and she was shocked that she was just finding out.


Then I got slick and tried to downplay it.


“It’s just a book about some girl growing up in Philly, Mom.”


My mother ignored me and began to flip through the pages after reading the back cover summaries.


“Where did you get this book?”


I didn’t want to tell. Tracy’s book was quite mature for an eleven-year-old girl to read. It was detailed with graphic sex and hard language. So my friends had all been hiding it from their mothers. We all realized that it was hard-boiled and secretive material.


“You better tell me, girl,” my mother warned me.


“Friends,” I answered.


“What friends?”


“Just friends, Mom.”


She was headed for the third degree, and it was beginning to look like a very long night.


“I want names, girl.”


By that time, my sisters were no longer silent.


“Uuueww, Va-nes-sa.”


“Shut up!” I screamed at them.


I was irritated by the whole thing.


My mother said, “No, you shut up, Vanessa. And you tell me what I wanna know. Right now! I want names!”


To make a long story short, my mother got me to tell on my circle of friends, who had all realized before she did that the book was about our cousin.


So my mother got to calling around to all of our family members, and they all confirmed it, which gave me an even lower level of respect for her. I mean, how could she not know?


Anyway, that drove an even bigger wedge between my cousin Tracy and I ever meeting and getting to know each other. My mother was convinced that I would run around and try to be flyy in the same fast ways that Tracy had. But I was already my own person. I could see where letting guys have their way with a girl had led my mother into having three girls from three different daddies. So I was in no way ready to allow a book to influence me to do something that real life had already shown me an ugly reflection of. My girls and I all knew better than to live how Tracy had; we all read the book as a tale of what we shouldn’t do, as opposed to how many of our parents felt about it. They were not giving us much credit for our intelligence.


A few years later, Flyy Girl was picked up by a major publisher, and it was in bookstores everywhere. My mother had given up on trying to keep me away from it, along with thousands of other teenaged girls’ mothers. And a powerful thing was beginning to happen; girls who wouldn’t be caught dead reading a book were all of a sudden swearing by my cousin’s book. I was so proud of her that I didn’t know what to do with myself.


I realized that Tracy had attended Hampton University, and I wanted to go to a black college, too. Tracy wrote poetry, and I wanted to write poetry, too. Tracy had lived her life the way she wanted to, and I wanted to live and learn from her mistakes and not make them. And when I finally got a chance to hang out with my cousin after years of dreaming about her, I wanted to make sure I kept my cool. I didn’t want to come off as a geek or anything. I had read what she thought about Girls High and Central being “nerd schools,” and my high school, Engineering & Science, was in the same vein as those. But I was also certain that Tracy would feel differently about education as an adult, and she would be proud that I attended E&S and had maintained good grades. Even her brother Jason had graduated from E&S. I just wanted to make sure that my cousin would be nothing but proud of me when I finally met her.


We finally met and hung out in the spring of my sophomore year, and Tracy was very open with me about everything. She complained about how much her life had changed since breaking into Hollywood, but at my school, we were still sweating her for her book. I don’t think she understood how much of an impact her book had had on urban American girls. Tracy was more concerned about her present and future, like most go-getters are. They don’t live in the yesterday, they live in the now and the tomorrow. So I accepted my cousin’s complaints and allowed her to say her piece about fame and fortune, and the ups and downs of wealth and popularity. She even had a frank discussion with me about boys, just when I had one who could have broken me. Talk about your perfect timing.


Nevertheless, my mother wasn’t having it. She bitched about me hanging out with Tracy as if the world was coming to an end. She gave my cousin no respect at all, as if she was still a teenager looking for a hot boyfriend. Tracy deserved much more respect than that. She worked damned hard for hers, and no man had gotten in her way.


So when my wildest dream was realized—Tracy asking me if I wanted to spend a summer in California with her—I was blown away. I mean, like, wow! I had waited my whole life for that. Not that I would have died if it didn’t happen, but I surely wasn’t going to turn it down once it did. That’s when the shit hit the fan. My mother went into overdrive and started nagging me about everything. She was getting on my last damn nerve!


Honestly, I saw nothing left that I could gain from my mother. She couldn’t pay my way to college. She couldn’t help me with my ideas and aspirations. And she didn’t have anything left to teach me. I could even get better jobs than she could once I finished high school, because my mother never applied herself enough to master anything. But there she was trying to deny me the opportunity of a lifetime instead of supporting me. It wasn’t as if I would just up and leave the family. It was only for a summer.


Tracy’s invitation to Hollywood was the end of the end for my mother and me. The beginning of our problems had started a long time ago, and we were both ready to explode. So when I started reading up on Hollywood to prepare myself for Tracy’s world, my mother went right ahead and pressed my last button.


She snatched my Entertainment Weekly magazine right out of my hands and shouted, “Do your fucking homework!”


I mean, that wasn’t even called for. I was just sitting on the living room sofa, minding my own business, when she walked in from work and said that to me. It was nearly nine o’clock at night, and my homework had been finished before seven. My mother knew that. I always completed my schoolwork early. She was just trying to pick a fight with me, like a jealous hater. She wouldn’t even allow me to work after school. My job was to look after my younger sisters every day. And I was just tired of it; tired of everything.


I stood up and said, “Mom, I’ve already finished my homework. Now can I have my magazine back, please?”


I knew she wasn’t going to give it to me. I was already preparing myself to fight her. I had backed down from my mother before because I had nowhere else to go. But once Tracy offered me somewhere else to go . . . Well, that was it for my mother’s bullshit.


She responded to my request by smacking me upside the head with the magazine and shouting, “You’re not going to any damn California. So you don’t even need to be reading this shit.”


Isn’t that pitiful of a grown woman? I couldn’t believe she was acting like that. So I grabbed the magazine to stop her from hitting me with it, only for her to smack me in the face with her free hand. I used to cry when my mother treated me like that before, but not anymore. I mean, how much can a daughter take just because someone’s your mother? It’s not as if I was running the streets and getting into trouble like Tracy had done. I was an obedient, intelligent, and dutiful virgin like Tracy’s girlfriend, Raheema, and I was being ignored and disrespected in the same way that she had been.


I had no more tears left to cry over my mother. She was wrong. So I backed away from her and let her have it with a straight right hand to her mouth. My mother’s head popped back like a rag doll and it shocked both of us. I felt for sure that my life was going to end right there, but when my mother tried to attack me, I held her away from me with both hands and was actually stronger than she was. I couldn’t believe it! I’m not a strong girl at all, or at least not physically, but it was just in me at that moment to fight her for my life and for my own dreams.


I’m not telling every girl to do what I did, but that’s just how it went down for me. And if someone wants to blame my cousin Tracy for that . . . Well, I can’t stop them. But I look at it as if it was fate. As crazy as it may sound, it was like my whole life had been preparing me for a meeting with my cousin, and my mother had started it all when I was a kid. It was like she knew all along that I would leave her for Tracy, and my mother was already preparing herself to hate my cousin for it.


So after my mother threw my high yellow behind out, I ended up at my great-aunt Patti’s house in Germantown, where she called Tracy in California. Tracy was back out in Hollywood to shoot her next film, a thriller called Road Kill. I explained to her what happened with my mom, she listened to me, and the next thing I knew, arrangements were being made for me to join her for the summer in California. But since Tracy didn’t really have time to spare while she finished filming her new movie, she planned to fly her brother Jason out to California for the summer as well, just to keep an eye out on me.





What to Do with Jason?



I was prepared to fly out to California on Monday, June 19, 2000, with my cousin Jason, who was supposed to watch over me while Tracy finished filming her movie, Road Kill. Or at least that was the plan. But I could tell immediately that it wouldn’t work out that way. And it wasn’t that I was against Jason looking after me. It was no big deal to me. I was just happy I was getting a chance to go to California and expand my horizons. My cousin Jason felt the same way. He was really into expanding his horizons—or I should say, his opportunities. He was feeling himself a little too strongly on our plane ride from Philly.


Jason sat next to me wearing Cool Water cologne, with a fresh haircut, Rocawear clothes, and brown leather Timberland shoes.


He said, “I can’t wait to get out to L.A. I hear it’s a whole different world out there.”


My cousin had bright stars shining in his eyes already. I just smiled at him. I was trying to keep my cool and stay focused. I had never been on an airplane before.


He asked me, “Aren’t you excited?”


I looked into my cousin’s eager face and imagined what he was thinking about. Girls! His breath even smelled good. He had a pocket full of peppermint chewing gum just for talking that talk.


“You want some gum?” he asked me.


I hadn’t even gotten a chance to open my mouth. Jason was that overzealous about our trip, and for some reason, I didn’t see that as a good thing. I felt like I should have been the one who was extra-excited. Not that Jason couldn’t be, but just not as much as I was. He was supposed to be the more mature one.


I nodded to him and held out my hand for a stick of gum.


I answered, “Yeah, I’m excited. Of course I am. But why are you so excited?” I asked him. I still had my hunch.


Jason smiled it off. He said, “I’m just planning on having a good time out there, that’s all.”


I was betting that he was. I turned away and looked out the window.


“So, you leaving a boyfriend behind or something?” he asked me.


My cousin caught me off guard with that.


“Why?” I asked him.


He shrugged his shoulders and said, “I don’t know. Girls are always leaving guys behind.”


“Who are you leaving behind?” I asked him back. Jason looked good enough to leave a few girls behind. He was tall, dark, and handsome with not a blemish on his smooth brown face. And I’m sure he knew it.


He laughed and turned away.


“I don’t have no ties,” he mumbled.


I smiled in Jason’s direction and told him, “That’s what they all say.”


He just grinned and chuckled at it.


As our plane raced down the runway, lifted up into the air, and started rattling around, I was as nervous as I don’t know what. Jason saw me clenching the armrest and began to tease me.


“We may not make it, Vanessa. Maybe we both should have stayed home.”


I couldn’t believe he said that. He was joking at the wrong damn time. Even some of the other passengers shot looks at him. But Jason didn’t care. It was all a joke to him.


I told him, “Don’t say that, man.”


I was dead serious. I had too much to live for to go down in an airplane crash. Especially on my first plane ride. All I could think about was not landing safely in California on my very first airplane ride. All of my dreams would go up in smoke. So I was a nervous wreck.


Jason nudged my arm and said, “Stop sweatin’ it, girl. Be brave like you was when you clocked your mom.”


Now that was low. I was beginning not to like Jason, and we had a six-hour plane ride before we landed in L.A.


I started to say something, not anything nasty, but just to ask him why he would say something to me like that. I mean, I wasn’t a bad girl. My mom was just . . . she just went too far that day. But I didn’t want to be reminded of that all of the time. Everybody makes mistakes. Then again, fighting my mother didn’t even seem like a mistake to me.


I told Jason, “I just did what I had to do.”


I wasn’t planning on saying that. It just rolled out of my mouth. But I really meant it. I didn’t want anybody to hold me back anymore. I didn’t care who it was.


Jason looked at me and nodded.


He said, “I heard that. You not goin’ for it.”


I didn’t want to talk about it anymore so I let it be. But Jason seemed majorly insensitive to me. I tried my best to ignore him for the rest of the plane ride. When he fell asleep, I looked at it as my good fortune. However, I wasn’t able to sleep at all. I kept thinking that if that plane went down, I would at least want to be prepared instead of having to wake up and find out. I even pictured myself jumping over people to wrestle the last parachute out of the closet if I had to. I was that nervous about it.


*  *  *


We arrived in L.A. safe and sound, and Jason was after the girls just as I had expected he would be.


“Hey Vanessa, you see that Asian girl I was talking to on the plane?”


“Who?” I was still trying to pop my ears with both hands pressed against my eardrums.


“That Asian girl. Was she good-looking to you?” he asked me.


He was pressed to holler at someone before we even got off the airplane.


I just shook my head and blew it off. I didn’t care about anything he had to say. But Jason wouldn’t let me be.


“Here she go right here,” he whispered to me.


I had to at least take a look at the girl. My cousin was practically forcing me to, and I didn’t want him to make more of a scene if I didn’t look.


Sure enough, I looked, and the girl wasn’t bad. She wore a pink Bebe tank top, blue Giraldi jeans, and pink loop earrings to match her


shirt. I can’t even front, the girl had it popping. She even had a little bit of height and some curves on her. More curves than I had. She looked like a magazine ad on a hip, fashion page. She had her own style about her. I was even ready to warn her not to talk to my lame cousin because I knew he was ready to put something on her. She looked approachable to a black guy. I could see it in her face. She had that “I know you’re feeling me” look about her. I was almost certain that other black guys had tried to talk to her before.


My cousin wasted no time. He strolled right over to her as soon as she walked out of the bridge behind us.


“So hey, Ma’, where you goin’ from here?”


I couldn’t believe it. He sounded like a hip thug. And my cousin was not at all the thug type. He was more like an irritating comedian pretty boy. But there he was trying to use gutter street slang on this girl. He had his head dipped to the side and everything.


I was so embarrassed. Why couldn’t he just say, “Hi, I’d like to talk to you for a minute?” But no, he had to take it all the way to the street corner. Then people wonder why black people get stereotyped so much. To make it worse, the girl responded to it.


She answered, “I have to hook up with my family. But once I do that and settle in, you know, it’s whatever.”


Jason asked her, “It’s whatever?” He seemed as surprised as I was. Maybe he was still joking around, but she was taking him seriously.


She smiled and said, “Well, it’s not just anything, but, I mean, what do you have in mind?”


The girl was game, but she still had a lot of innocence about her. Trust me, I had been around enough hard-core girls to know the difference, and this girl was not giving me those vibes. She was more on the multicultural, MTV side of things. So I sized both of them up. They were both playing the role. She wanted to go for a stereotypical black guy and my cousin was willing to give her one.


Jason said, “Sasha Kim, right?”


She nodded to him and was pleased that he remembered her name. And of course he did. Jason was a smart kid like I was, an Engineering & Science graduate. But she didn’t know that.


She said, “Jason . . .”


“Ellison,” he filled in for her.


She dropped her head a second and said, “Thanks, but I was gonna remember it.”


Jason said, “I don’t think I told you my last name.”


She said, “You told me now.”


I smiled. It was a good answer on her part. Otherwise, she would have looked silly. So I gave her a few cool points.


Anyway, they traded contact information and all that, right down to email addresses. No kidding. Jason asked the girl for her email address.


I asked him, “What made you ask for her email address?”


Jason looked at me and said, “You don’t know? She’s Asian. They probably got like five computers in their house. But if she was black, I would have asked her what her favorite television show is.”


“Oh my God,” I told him. “So black girls watch too much television? Is that it?”


Jason answered, “Yup.”


I couldn’t help but smile at it. The boy was crazy.


I asked him, “And what if she was white or Hispanic?”


“Then I would ask them what they think about Britney Spears or Jennifer Lopez,” he answered. “Oh, my game is tight out here, cousin. Don’t sleep. I’m pullin’ out my A-game for these California girls. I’m just serving them notice. I mean, it’s not like I’m gonna be out here long. So I’m going for broke, ya’ heard.”


“And what if you end up out here for longer than you think?”


“What do you mean? Like if I stayed out here?”


I know I planned on staying longer.


“Yeah. Then what?” I asked him.


He answered, “Well, like she said, it’s whatever then.”


*  *  *


We met up with Tracy’s agent, Susan Raskin, at the baggage claim. She was a small, dark-haired white girl holding up a sign with “Jason & Vanessa” printed in large letters. We walked over in her direction.


She noticed us and said, “Hey, how are you guys doing? How was the flight?”


Jason grinned at me and said, “My little cousin thought she wasn’t gonna make it.”


I smirked. “Yeah, he kept talking about the plane going down,” I told her.


“Oh no, that’s the worst,” Susan said.


Jason spotted our luggage and immediately went to grab it. I tried to help him with it, but he kindly asked me to step aside.


“I got this.”


So I backed up and allowed him to be the man.


“So, what’s the plan?” he asked Susan once he gathered our luggage.


She said, “Well, first I’ll take you back to the house to drop off your things. Then we can get a bite to eat if you’d like. I know the airplane food is not always the best. And after that, I’ll take you to the set to see if you can talk to Tracy while she takes a break between scenes.”


Jason said, “I know she didn’t tell you that I gave her a lot of the ideas for this movie, did she?”


Susan smiled while we followed her through the airport terminal toward the parking lots.


“As a matter of fact, she did,” she answered him.


Jason looked surprised. “Get out of here. My sister actually gave me my props?”


“She sure did. And plenty of them.”


Jason smiled wide and said, “Well, I deserve some of the writing credit and a piece of the pie then.”


I grinned and shook my head again. That boy just didn’t quit. It was like he had no conscience about his joking.


“Sounds like you need the right agent,” Susan joked back to him.


“Oh, I’m serious, too,” he told her. “I got a lot of ideas.”


We found Susan’s black BMW in the parking lot and loaded her empty trunk with our things.


Jason rudely jumped into the front seat of the Beamer ahead of me, but I didn’t mind. I liked watching things from a backseat view anyway. From the backseat you were not usually forced to talk as much. I wanted to check out my surroundings and talk later. And that’s what I did.


*  *  *


We arrived at my cousin Tracy’s house, which was up on a hill in an area called Marina Del Rey that overlooked a nearby shopping center.


Jason climbed out of the car and commented on the scenery.


“Man, I feel like the big dog up here. This hill makes you feel like you’re special.”


Susan grinned at him. But I had to agree with Jason for a change. Overlooking the landscape and the general population of Los Angeles did make you feel important. It was like we were sitting up on a mountaintop.


“Yeah, that’s a major selling point for this area,” Susan told us.


Jason said, “I bet it is.”


Susan took out a key and led us to the double wooden doors that opened Tracy’s half-empty, high-ceiling, three-bedroom home.


Jason walked in and hollered, “HEY, Hey, hey!” like an echo.


Susan started laughing. “That’s exactly what Tracy did when she first moved in.”


I walked in silently and looked around. I was simply glad to be there. I only saw houses like hers on TV and in the movies. I mean, I knew they existed, I just hadn’t been in one.


“You ever been in a crib like this?” Jason asked me on cue.


“Only in my dreams,” I answered him.


“Well, you’re not dreaming anymore, cousin. Wake up and smell the money,” he told me.


Susan said, “Tracy told me to show you guys around and to your rooms.”


To our rooms? I loved even the sound of that. It reminded me of the minor trips I had taken with my family down South to amusement parks and such, where we would stay in low-budget hotel rooms. But those hotels had nothing on the tall flight of stairs that Susan began to lead us up. Tracy’s second floor must have been thirty feet high, or at least it seemed that high to me. It was very impressive. I liked it a whole lot.


“Tracy told me that Vanessa gets the guest room, and Jason, you can have either the computer room or downstairs on the foldout sofa in the living room,” Susan told us with a grin.


Jason took one look inside the small computer room that had a computer station, file cabinets, a black leather office chair, and a futon that was pressed up against the wall, and he headed straight back down the stairs.


“Aw’ight,” he mumbled to us on his way down.


The living room area had a deep, dark brown, leather sofa with a giant-sized, floor-model color television set that sat directly in front of it. The guest room, where I was to stay, had no TV at all. But I wasn’t concerned about a lack of a television in my room. The peace and quiet there was a real godsend. I rarely had any peace and quiet in my house in North Philly. My two younger sisters were constantly getting into something, so I had learned to tune out the extra noise around me.


I stretched out on the burgundy comforter on the queen-sized bed in the guest room and was content with that. I didn’t even feel like getting back up to go meet with Tracy on the movie set. I didn’t even have to eat, really. I was already full with satisfaction.


Susan stuck her head into the room and said, “All right, well, we better get a move on if we want to get something to eat and still meet up with Tracy on the set. She has a pretty tight schedule to keep.”


I understood my cousin’s tight schedule and everything, but we had just gotten off a six-hour flight from Philly, and my body was beat. I hadn’t gotten a chance to sleep much that week, while anticipating the trip. And once I felt the comfort of Tracy’s guest room, my mind and body were ready to shut down for the night.


“How far is the set from here?” I asked Susan. I was stalling. I didn’t want to leave.


She took a look at me relaxing on the bed and read my mind.


“You’re experiencing jet lag, hunh?”


“Who?”


She smiled and shook her head. “Never mind. I’ll just tell Tracy that you guys are a little worn out from the plane ride today. I kind of figured you would be.”


“Yeah, I need a relaxation break for a minute,” I told her.


It was only four o’clock in L.A., but it was seven o’clock for Jason and me. And my body felt as if it was ten o’clock already. I guess that’s what Susan meant by jet lag. I wouldn’t know. Not only had I never flown on an airplane before, I had never traveled out of my time zone. The South had the same time zone as Philly, only it was much hotter.


Susan nodded her head and made a call on her cell phone. That was the last thing I remember before I crashed.


When I woke up, Jason was standing in the doorway laughing at me with a slice of pizza to his mouth.


“Guess what time it is?” he asked me.


“What?”


“Eight o’clock.”


I grimaced and said, “God. I’ve been asleep for four hours.”


Jason shook his head and answered, “It seems like two days in one to me. And that just means it’s more time for me to get into things.”


I smiled in my cousin’s direction and closed my eyes again. He was still on track to do what he planned to do.


*  *  *


We met with Tracy on the set of her new movie the next day. She was all made up in her gear as the character “Alexis,” wearing dark lace, black leather, and plenty of makeup. There she was, my cousin, the nationally known book writer, screenwriter, and actress. I was so proud!


Jason and I were chilling in the trailer with her before her next action scene, just eating it all up. Susan had left us there alone while she handled her business.


“You really need to wear all that makeup?” Jason asked his sister. I was thinking the same thing, but I wasn’t going to ask. I was content with just being around her and on an actual movie set.


Tracy answered, “It’s for the hot lights of the camera. You don’t understand.”


“So, I would have to wear that much makeup, too?” he asked her.


“Why, you want a scene in this movie, Jason?” she asked him back.


“I’m just asking.”


Tracy told him, “Well, before you start criticizing something you know nothing about, understand that everything has a purpose here. I’m not just wearing this makeup for the hell of it. Okay?”


She was all business.


Jason was silenced for a hot second before he responded, “Whatever.”


I guess he felt that he had to say something. His big sister knew exactly how to handle him. I sat back and took mental notes for myself.


“So, how are you doing, Vanessa?” she asked me.


“Oh, I’m fine.” I didn’t have much to say. I just wanted to take everything in. It was all a daydream for me. I still couldn’t believe I was there.


Tracy studied me for a second and asked me, “Have you called your mother yet?”


I wasn’t sure how to answer that. I hadn’t looked forward to talking to my mother about my trip to California. I figured it would have been rubbing it in her face, because she was so dead-set on me not going. I didn’t even feel comfortable with calling my sisters about it. I’m sure they would have felt left out. Nevertheless, Tracy had a point, they were still my family.


“I’ll be calling them soon,” I told her.


She watched for my reaction and nodded. She was really studying me. I guess she was still trying to figure me out.


“So what are your plans?” she asked me next.


“My plans?”


“For the summer? For your life? For school?”


She was dead on me.


I stumbled and said, “I . . . I mean . . .”


“Well, you need to think about it,” she told me. “And Jason, when we get this car for you, for while you’re out here with Vanessa, I want you to act like you got some damn sense. Because you just can’t act any way you want to out here. L.A. has a different way of doing things, and you can find your smart ass in hot water before you know what hit you.”


Jason began to smirk. His sister was putting us both in check. But it was her right to do so as our guardian for while we were out there in her care. I couldn’t blame her. She had to let us know who was the boss, I guess. And we got the point. Quickly!


However, once Jason and I were out on our own in L.A., my cousin went right back to his plans of becoming a summer gigolo from back East, while hollering at as many California girls as he could. He was making crazy U-turns inside the Lexus they had rented for him and everything.


“What are you doing?” I asked him from the passenger seat. I could see my life passing in front of me as cars peeled out in our direction.


“I got this, girl, stop sweatin’ me.”


“No, you need to stop sweating them,” I responded, referring to all the girls he insisted on talking to. I just didn’t understand guys on that level. How many girls could you actually concentrate on at one time and keep your focus with anything? It just seemed to me that the more girls he talked to, the less he would get out of them. Unless he was just looking for whichever one would give him sex the fastest.


“Hey, Ma’, you need a ride somewhere?” he swung next to the curb and asked a caramel girl in long, brown braids.


She looked inside the car and directly at me.


Jason read her eyes and said, “Oh, don’t worry about her. She just my little cousin.”


Before the girl could clear her mind, I said, “Oh, so now I’m your little cousin. I wasn’t that before you tried to get some,” I said loud enough to instigate a scene. I was getting fed up with Jason.


He looked into my face to read my game plan.


He said, “Vanessa, stop trippin’, all right.”


“No, you need to stop tripping,” I responded to him. “I mean, that’s just downright bold. You gon’ say that right in front of my face.”


The girl read my insanity inside of the car and got to stepping. But it looked as if she was ready to talk to him before I started my scene.


Once it was over with, Jason was pissed.


He asked me, “Why you do that?”


“Do what, Jason, protect my peace of mind? I mean, why you gotta talk to every girl you see out here? I mean, at least do it when I’m not around. You can even drop me off at the house first.”


Jason looked into my determined face and began to smile. I guess he finally realized how foul he was being. But then he said, “That’s a good idea. I should leave you home from now on.”


I don’t think that’s what Tracy had in mind for us out in L.A. while she finished her movie. The next thing I knew, Jason was on several solo missions daily, and he actually started to pull several girls over to the house.


I asked him real civilly, while he had company over the house one day. I said, “Jason, do you think it’s smart to invite more than one girl over to your sister’s house? I mean, I’m not trying to cramp your style or anything, but what if you start to have girls camping out in the neighborhood and ringing the doorbell and everything. I mean, have you thought about that at all?


“I mean, I can understand you talking to enough girls to choose the right one or whatever, but please don’t invite every one of them over here,” I told him. “I mean, that just doesn’t make any sense.”


“Look, I’ll handle mine, Vanessa. Okay. I’ll handle mine,” he snapped at me.


He was really showing off. So I shut the guest room door tightly and minded my own business, while my dick-happy cousin entertained himself all over Tracy’s house. When I walked out of the room to get some water that night, I caught Jason dead in the act on Tracy’s leather sofa.


“Wait a minute, wait a minute,” the girl pleaded to him. I made eye contact with her as soon as I headed down the stairs toward the kitchen. This girl had her big ass out while my cousin did her from behind.


Jason yelled, “Oh my God, Vanessa! Why you sneaking down the stairs?”


I wasn’t sneaking down the stairs. I was getting a glass of water, and I had a right to. He shouldn’t have been all out in the open with the girl. But I was so shocked by it that I couldn’t even say anything. I just turned around and headed back up the stairs to the room. And man, at that point, I was about ready to dime on his trifling ass. I didn’t want to make my cousin my enemy, but he was ruining my stay in California. I began to feel that I would have been much better off out there by myself.


As fate would have it, Tracy had been taking note of everything, and she had her own ways of checking up on us.


Jason and I had both been given cell phones, and in the middle of the night, I received an unexpected phone call from Tracy’s girlfriend, Kendra, who lived nearby. We had met her a few times and she was pretty cool.


“Is everything all right?” she asked me over the line.


“Hunh?” I answered in a daze. I don’t even know what time it was.


“Is Jason around?” she asked me.


I said, “Umm . . . I don’t know.”


“Okay, well, I’m on my way over there,” Kendra told me.


I didn’t think anything else about it. I mumbled, “All right,” and hung up the phone to get back to sleep. Tracy had given her friend the spare key to check up on us, so I figured Kendra would let herself in that night. And that’s all I remembered.


*  *  *


The next afternoon, Tracy was back home for a minute, and I overheard her in a heated conversation downstairs with her brother.


“So what time did you get back here last night?” she asked him.


“It wasn’t after one,” I heard Jason tell her. He sounded defensive.


“So what time was it then? Was it twelve forty-five, or what?”


“Yeah, around there,” he told her. “But I mean, I’m almost grown now anyway, Tracy. I’m just out here to help you out. I’m not trying to be on no curfew.”


“Yeah, almost grown,” she reminded him. “So what if something happens to Vanessa while you’re out here running the streets? I didn’t get you that car for you to leave your cousin behind.”


Jason said, “That girl ain’t gon’ get in no trouble. She quiet as a mouse. She just happy to be here. But I’m trying to enjoy myself while I’m out here.”


“How, by fucking every little girl who lets you?” Tracy asked him.


I had to hold my breath. Big cousin could get downright raw when she had to.


She said, “You didn’t learn anything from my Flyy Girl book, did you?”


Jason started laughing.


He said, “I mean, I still gotta live my own life, Tracy. And I saw who you fell for—the players.”


“So, what are you trying to do, emulate the guys in my book? Because they didn’t all end up in good places. Nor were they college graduates like you’re about to be.


“And I don’t see anything funny about it, Jason,” she told him. “That’s just plain disrespectful. I mean, you’re out here acting like you never had a girl before. And diseases are everywhere, I think you should realize that.”


He said, “Man, I’m always protected.”


“Yeah, I just wish somebody was protected from you,” she snapped at him.


“Aw, don’t even try to hate on me like that, Tracy. You went for the same game when you were young,” Jason commented. “And you still sweatin’ that Victor dude now. I heard you went past his store when you were home. And the dude’s married now.”


I was surprised that he said that to her. Jason had nerve of his own. I just awaited the verdict.


Tracy asked him, “So, that’s how you validate what you’re doing? You’re just going to rationalize things based on what I did in my life?”


“Naw, I’m just doing me,” he told her.


She said, “Well, you know what? I think you need to go do you back home then. Because I don’t want any drama coming to my house. And you know damn well that Mom wouldn’t let you bring it to hers. So you need to just stop frontin’, Jason, and act like you got some damn sense! You’re only doing this because you think you can get away with it.”


I opened my mouth in shock. Tracy was ready to send him back home without even giving him a second chance. Things were getting intense.


Jason said, “Well, send me back home then. That girl don’t need no babysitter no way. But if she mess around and get pregnant because nobody’s around to look after her, then that’s on you.”


I couldn’t believe he was trying to put me back in it. That was foul. I wasn’t even thinking about boys like that.


Tracy said, “Look, you let me worry about that. But right now, I’m more worried about you. Because you’re the one acting all immature out here. You’re the loose cannon, not Vanessa.”


“Oh, so now I’m all immature because I like girls.”


“It’s not about you liking girls, Jason, it’s about you acting reckless with your opportunities,” she told him.


Before either of them could get another word in, the doorbell rang. I stayed glued to my spot in the room to hear what else would happen.


Tracy answered the doorbell and asked, “Yes, can I help you?”


“Ah . . . is Jason in?”


It sounded like a startled girl. Maybe Jason expected Tracy not to be home again, while he invited over whoever he wanted to invite.


“And who exactly are you?” I heard Tracy ask.


“Sasha.”


It was the Asian girl from the airport. Once I heard that, I decided to step out of the room and walk downstairs. I was curious to see how Sasha would respond to Jason getting busted.


When I spotted her at the door, I noticed that she was not alone. She had a Hispanic girl with her. They were both gorgeous, wearing bright soda-can colors, with long ponytails.


“Oh my God, aren’t you Tracy Ellison Grant from Led Astray? I love that movie! I watched it like five times,” the Hispanic girl shouted into my cousin’s face.


Sasha put two and two together and said, “So, Jason Ellison is your little brother?”


It was only obvious. Tracy didn’t even have to answer that. We all looked like family.


Jason started smiling in the background.


He said, “Hey, what’s up?”


Tracy cut straight through to the chase, still concerned about her brother’s player behavior.


“So, what did he tell you, that he lived here?” she asked the girls.


Sasha said, “Well, he said he was staying at his sister’s house for the summer. But I didn’t know who his sister was.”


“And he didn’t tell you?” Tracy asked her.


“No,” Sasha answered.


“But he did invite you over to the house.”


The girls paused and looked at each other.


“Well, yeah,” Sasha answered.


Tracy took note and nodded her head.


“So, what are you two, fashion models or something?” she asked them.


They sure looked like it to me, from head to toe.


“We’re trying to be,” the Hispanic girl answered. “Oh, my name is Jasmine Flores,” she said with her hand extended.


Tracy shook her hand and calmed down. By that time, I was right downstairs with them. Tracy spotted me and introduced me to the girls.


“This is my cousin Vanessa. She’s staying the summer with me, too. You guys all look around the same age,” my cousin stated.


“You were on the airplane from Philly with us, right?” Sasha asked me.


I nodded. “Yeah. Are you from Philly, too?” I asked her.


She shook her head. “No, I’m from Delaware. I just fly out of Philly. And I have family all over.”


Jason finally took the opportunity to get himself out of hot water.


He said, “Aw’ight, well, I’m glad everybody met and everything, but let’s talk out front,” and he walked out the front door to lead the girls away.


Tracy told him, “We will finish our conversation as soon as you get back, Jason.”


“Yeah, aw’ight, I got you.”


“Nice meeting you,” Jasmine told my cousin.


“Yeah, what a pleasant surprise,” Sasha added with a smile.


Tracy nodded her head to them and said, “Okay. You two just be careful.”


“Oh, we will,” Jasmine promised her.


Tracy shut the front door and turned to look at me. “Do you believe that? So he’s using my house as a roundabout way of getting him some. These girls know you have to have money to live up here.”


I just smiled at her. She was right. Jason was using her house to score.


She asked, “So, did you hear what we were talking about before they rang the doorbell?”


I came right out with it. “Yeah, I heard you.” There was no sense in me lying about it. I wanted to look after myself anyway.


“And what do you think about everything that was said?”


“Well, all I know is that I’m the oldest in my household at home, and I act like it. But Jason was the youngest in his household . . .”


Tracy nodded and said, “And he acts like it,” just like I knew she would.


She said, “So, you actually think you can take care of yourself out here?”


I answered, “Once I get to know my way around.”


“And what about you getting pregnant?” she asked me. I guess she felt she had to.


I said, “Well, I’m not out here looking for boys like Jason’s obviously looking for girls. But if it’ll make you feel safer, you can put me on birth control, and you can have every boy I talk to disease tested before I kiss him.”


What the hell, I was going for broke. Tracy would have done the same. So I was taking a page out of her book of boldness.


She began to laugh. She said, “All right, we’ll see if you stick to that. I can give them the condoms, too, and watch you to make sure they’re doing it right?”


I wasn’t expecting her to go that far with it. Her even bolder response made me embarrassed. I had to bury my face in my hands for a minute.


“If you’re gonna talk the talk, then get ready to walk the walk,” she warned me. “Because I never got pregnant, nor had any diseases. But what do we do with Jason?” she asked me.


I shrugged my shoulders. I said, “I don’t know. Doesn’t he have to start back at Temple in August? He’s not even planning on being here long.”


I was hinting big time. I didn’t care if Jason went back home tomorrow. That would make more peace and quiet for me. I didn’t need a lot of company. I could handle being alone.


Tracy nodded her head in deep thought about it. She said, “I have to think this over. Then I’ll let you know.”





Personal Assistant



Jason was pressed to find out what his sister and I had talked about after he left. He was sure we had had some girl talk. And he was right.


“So what she say?” he asked me.


Tracy was on her way back to her movie set in North Hollywood. They had finished all of their scenes out in the Nevada desert a week before we had arrived.


“What do you think she said?” I asked him back.


Jason said, “Look, I don’t have time for no guessing games. Just tell me what she said.”


So I told him. “She said she’d think about having me look after myself out here. And by the way, I caught that little comment of yours about me getting pregnant, and I didn’t appreciate it.”


Jason looked me in the eyes and said, “I’m just stating the facts. I mean, you can be all mousy if you want, but as soon as the right guy get up in you, it’s a wrap. And the quiet ones are the worse ones for that.”


He said, “Tracy knows it. That’s why she had me out here with you in the first place.”


I said, “Well, thanks for your vote of confidence in me, cousin,” and I walked away from his ass to leave him standing there.


Jason had nothing to say for a change.


*  *  *


Over the next few days, Tracy invited me out to the movie set in a chauffeured limo to serve as one of her “personal assistants.” She didn’t work me too hard though. She mainly had me watching the process of her other assistants. They were mostly young white girls. It seemed like everyone out there but Tracy was white. I don’t know if that was a good thing or a bad thing.


“You need any more water?”


“You want me to get that?”


“Is that cold enough for you?”


“You need to make a phone call?”


I was unnerved by it all. I mean, I had seen the catering to the stars process on TV and in the movies, but to see it up close was really something. I don’t know if I had what it took to work for someone like that. Or least not by my own free will.


“Have you made amends with your mother yet?” Tracy asked me. I guess she was trying to see when she could expect to send me back home.


“No,” I answered. I had talked to my sisters, but my mother refused to have any words for me.


“So, she’s not even accepting your phone calls now?” my cousin assumed.


“That’s what it looks like.”


I felt like I was in the middle of a bridge. Tracy had invited me out to her world, but she still was not inviting me all the way in. She was leaving the door wide open for me to return. I couldn’t blame her though. Like she said, she hadn’t had any children, so it was hard for her to accept me barging in on her life. Nevertheless, she had invited me there.


Tracy finally broke down and asked me, “Vanessa, what would you do in my position?”


I guess we were reading each other correctly. We were both in deep thought about our dilemma.


I answered, “I’d give my little cousin a chance to prove herself.”


What else could I say? I believed in myself and I wasn’t planning on turning back.


I said, “I realize that everybody may not get an opportunity to really do something in life, but I feel like you’re able to give me that opportunity.”


“Give you the opportunity to do what, Vanessa? To act?”


I shook my head and said, “No, but just to be in the middle of things, where I can make up my mind on which way to go and where I really want to be. And it’s not in Philly right now.”


“What’s wrong with Philly? They have the neo-soul movement popping right now. The new Sixers . . .”


I cut her off and said, “But you’re not there because you realized that you had to make things happen elsewhere. Sometimes it’s just better to leave home.”


I had Tracy stumped for a second.


She finally said, “We’ll see.” She wasn’t going to make it easy for me.


*  *  *


By the time August rolled around, I was on solo missions of my own, finding my way around L.A., and Tracy was nearly done filming her second movie. Her next project was already lined up, writing For the Love of Money, the sequel to Flyy Girl.


She began to talk about the process of interviews with author Omar Tyree, who was supposed to fly out to L.A. to ask her a thousand questions about the next phase of her life. After Tracy’s adolescence and teen years had been published to huge success, she and Omar planned to team up for more of the same.


I still had not been able to rectify the situation at home with my mother, so it looked more and more like I would either be staying out in L.A. with Tracy, or returning to Philly to stay with my aunt Pattie.


So, for the rest of my days in L.A., I worked hard on being the best personal assistant to Tracy that I could be. I took mental notes on what she liked and didn’t like, where and what she liked to eat, who she wanted to talk to and who not. I cleaned and organized the house. I collected her news and magazine articles and filed them alphabetically in folders. I met her business associates, publicist, hairdressers—you name it. And I listened to and tried to understand her every complaint and suggestion. I basically forced myself to map out my cousin’s entire psychological profile, all so she would allow me to stay with her for as long as I wanted. I had to allow her a chance to see that I would be more of an asset to her than a hindrance.


In the meantime, Jason had worn out his welcome with more than a few California girls, who began to realize that his slash-and-burn attitude was counterproductive to a meaningful relationship with them. The reality was that if he was so set on only a temporary stay in L.A., then what was the point of getting too close to him? And once they began to figure him out, Jason felt less opportunistic about his chances.


“Aw, man, I’m about to get up out of here,” he complained. “Y’all jinxed me. Ever since that day we had that argument, these girls’ve been acting funny on me.”


I smiled and said, “You had it coming. You were just a little too cocky.”


He said, “Aw’ight, well, you’re about to get your wish then. I’m about to start getting ready for school now. But what about you? You gon’ go to school out here?” he asked me.


I said, “I want to.”


Jason nodded. “Good luck then.”


It was the only time he said anything of encouragement to anyone outside of himself since he had been out there in L.A. Too bad it was only because he was leaving. But I’d take it however I could get it.


“Thanks,” I told him.


*  *  *


As soon as Jason took that plane ride back home to Philly and left me all alone with Tracy in L.A., I became more nervous about what her verdict would be with me.


I attended a wrap party with her for Road Kill in Santa Monica with the intention of being as perfect as I could. Most of her new Hollywood friends were there, and I wanted to make a great impression.


“So you’re the infamous Vanessa Tracy Smith?” her lawyer friend Yolanda Felix asked me with a glass of wine in her hand. I had heard about her, but I had not met her until then. From what I had heard about her, Yolanda Felix was a hell of a character. She had the golden-brown, Hollywood skin, the long dark hair, the fancy clothes, the slim physique, the expensive jewelry, and the twinkle of a high-class and viperous woman. I figured I needed to be as forward with her as I could to keep her from intimidating me. She was definitely the intimidating type.


I said, “And you’re the infamous Yolanda Felix?” just to throw her comment about me back in her face.


There was no mistaking who she was. Some people will always stand out in a crowd. I knew that from high school, and Hollywood was only the tenth degree of the same process.


“So what did you hear about me?” Yolanda asked me.


I kept my guard up with her. I had too much to lose if I didn’t. She was the kind of in-your-face sister who would figure you were weak if you let your guard down with her.


I asked her, “What did you hear about me?”


She smiled. She said, “You’re Tracy’s cousin all right. So how long will it take before you’re in movies?”


Her question threw me for a loop. I wasn’t thinking about movies for myself. I just wanted to be behind the scenes.


I said, “I think you’re more of the movie type than I am.”


“Not from what I’ve heard,” she insisted.


I became nervous for a minute. I started to wonder what she had heard. She was breaking me down.


I said, “You must have heard the wrong things then,” and lost my eye contact with her.


“Are you sure?” Yolanda pressed me.


I was wondering if Tracy had told her about my scuffle with my mother. I doubted it, but I wasn’t certain. That’s what pressure makes you do. Yolanda was running me through a test to see how much guts I had.


“Hey guys, what are you two talking about?” Susan Raskin popped up to rescue me. I took a breath and relaxed.


I answered, “Movies,” and caught Tracy’s nod to me from across the room. There were too many people smothering my cousin as the star of the movie for her to just break away, so she sent her agent Susan over to me just in time.


Yolanda asked her, “What do you think about her chances?” referring to me in starring movie roles.


Susan took a good look at me in my lime green satin dress and said, “As long as she prepares herself accordingly, Vanessa has the chops to do whatever she wants to.”


It was a good answer. Susan was helping to encourage me while keeping me on my p’s and q’s about proper preparation. It was one thing to lift a person up, it was something else to tell them the truth while you’re at it.


I was learning what to expect rather quickly there. The wrap party was like a Hollywood crash course. A couple of older guys even tried to come on to me, rich white men.


“So, ah, I hear you’re the star’s cousin out of Philly.”


“Yeah,” I answered a blond-haired white man with poise. He looked around forty, but he was probably older than that. I was aware that people in Hollywood spent millions of dollars to maintain their youth.


He slipped out a business card without telling me his name and tried to slide it inside my small purse.


“If you need anything you just let me know, okay?”


I moved my purse away from his reach and told him, “I can’t take that. I’m underage.”


I was embarrassed again, and wondering who was watching us. It was simply too many people in the room to think that no one would see it. I’m sure he knew it as well.


So he performed a quick trick with his hand and hid the card inside of his palm.


In passing, he told me, “There’s no such thing as underage in Hollywood, my dear.”


That was it. Mr. Man moved on to the next conversation.


I was tempted to fade into the corners of the room and keep out of sight at that point. But a lime green, satin dress made that hard to do.


“How are you? I love this color,” an older white woman said, while rubbing my dress material in her fingers. She didn’t even ask if she could touch it first.


I looked into her aged face and said “Thank you.” I don’t know how old the woman was, but she had so many lines in her face that I realized instantly why so many older white men chased after girls who could pass for their daughters.
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