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THEY CAN TALK THE TALK, BUT CAN THEY WALK THE WALK?
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Sierra, Raine, and Liza are Destiny’s Divas, a fresh, new gospel group whose unique blend of singing and testifying has gained them fans across the country. They tell the world about how good God has been to them, but offstage, each is living a life totally opposite to what she preaches—and each harboring a secret that could ruin them all.

Twentysomething Sierra Dixon speaks about the joy of being single and celibate, though she is anything but, drifting from one relationship to another. Although she stresses the importance of unconditional love within the family, Raine Omari has hit her breaking point with her mother-in-law and is ready to take drastic steps. And when Liza Washington discovers that her pastor-husband is in the middle of a scandal that could bring down more than just their ministry, she knows she must do something to stop him. One fateful evening their secrets are exposed, and one diva commits an act that could land her in prison for the rest of her life. Each has motive—who will crack?
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PRAISE FOR The Deal, the Dance, and the Devil
“Murray’s story has the kind of momentum that prompts you to elbow disbelief aside and flip the pages in horrified enjoyment.”
—The Washington Post
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VICTORIA CHRISTOPHER MURRAY is the author of several bestselling novels, including The Ex Files; Too Little, Too Late; Lady Jasmine; and Sins of the Mother. Winner of the African American Literary Award for Fiction and Author of the Year (Female), she splits her time between Los Angeles and Washington, D.C. Visit her online at VictoriaChristopherMurray.com.
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Praise for

Sinners & Saints

“Murray and Billingsley keep things lively and fun.”

—Juicy magazine

“Double the fun, with a message of faith, Sinners & Saints will delight readers with two of their favorite characters from two of their favorite authors. It’s a match made in heaven!”

—Grace magazine

Praise for

The Deal, the Dance, and the Devil

“Murray’s story has the kind of momentum that prompts you to elbow disbelief aside and flip the pages in horrified enjoyment.”

—The Washington Post

Praise for

Sins of the Mother

“Sins of the Mother shows that when the going gets tough, it’s best to make an effort and rely on God’s strength. It gives the message that there is hope no matter what, and that people must have faith.”

—FictionAddict.com

“Ha[s] a great blend of faith, reality, conflict, and just enough heartbreaking scenes to keep you enthralled.”

—HelloBeautiful.com

“Final word: Christian fiction with a powerful kick.”

—Afro.com

Praise for

Lady Jasmine

“She’s back! Jasmine has wreaked havoc in three VCM novels, including last year’s Too Little, Too Late. In Lady Jasmine the schemer everyone loves to loathe breaks several commandments by the third chapter.”

—Essence

“Jasmine is the kind of character who doesn’t sit comfortably on a page. She’s the kind who jumps inside a reader’s head, runs around and stirs up trouble—the kind who stays with the reader long after the last page is turned.”

—The Huntsville Times (Alabama)

Praise for

Too Little, Too Late

“[In this book] there are so many hidden messages about love, life, faith, and forgiveness. Murray’s vividness of faith is inspirational.”

—The Clarion-Ledger (Jackson, Mississippi)

“An excellent entry in the Jasmine Larson Bush Christian Lit saga; perhaps the best so far. . . . Fans will appreciate this fine tale. . . . A well-written, intense drama.”

—Midwest Book Review

Praise for

The Ex Files

“The engrossing transitions the women go through make compelling reading. . . . Murray’s vivid portrait of how faith can move mountains and heal relationships should inspire.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Reminds you of things that women will do if their hearts are broken. . . . Once you pick this book up, you will not put it down.”

—UrbanReviews.com

Praise for

A Sin and a Shame

“Riveting, emotionally charged, and spiritually deep . . . What is admirable is the author’s ability to hold the reader in suspense until the very last paragraph of the novel! A Sin and A Shame is a must read. . . . Truly a story to be enjoyed and pondered upon!”

—RomanceInColor.com

“A Sin and a Shame is Victoria Christopher Murray at her best. . . . A page-turner that I couldn’t put down as I was too eager to see what scandalous thing Jasmine would do next. And to watch Jasmine’s spiritual growth was a testament to Victoria’s talents. An engrossing tale of how God’s grace covers us all. I absolutely loved this book!”

—ReShonda Tate Billingsley,
Essence bestselling author of I Know I’ve Been Changed


 

[image: logo]


 

ALSO BY VICTORIA CHRISTOPHER MURRAY

Sinners & Saints (with ReShonda Tate Billingsley)
The Deal, the Dance, and the Devil
Sins of the Mother
Lady Jasmine
Too Little, Too Late
The Ex Files
A Sin and a Shame
Grown Folks Business
Truth Be Told
Blessed Assurance (contributor)
Joy
Temptation



Thank you for purchasing this Touchstone eBook.

Sign up for our newsletter and receive special offers, access to bonus content, and info on the latest new releases and other great eBooks from Touchstone and Simon & Schuster.

[image: sign up button]
or visit us online to sign up at
eBookNews.SimonandSchuster.com




[image: images]


 

[image: logo]

Touchstone
A Division of Simon & Schuster, Inc.
1230 Avenue of the Americas
New York, NY 10020
www.SimonandSchuster.com

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

Copyright © 2012 by Victoria Christopher Murray

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

First Touchstone trade paperback edition June 2012

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

The Simon & Schuster Speakers Bureau can bring authors to your live event. For more information or to book an event contact the Simon & Schuster Speakers Bureau at 1-866-248-3049 or visit our website at www.simonspeakers.com.

Designed by Akasha Archer

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Murray, Victoria Christopher.

    Destiny’s Divas / Victoria Christopher Murray.—1st Touchstone trade paperback ed.

      p. cm.

1. African American gospel singers—Fiction. 2. Christian women—Fiction. I. Title.

PS3563.U795D47 2012

813’.54—dc23

2012011869

ISBN 978-1-4516-5046-4
ISBN 978-1-4516-5047-1 (ebook)


 

Destiny’s Divas


 


Prologue


TOYOTA CENTER, HOUSTON, TEXAS
APRIL 1, 2011

The Toyota Center rocked with thunderous applause as Destiny’s Divas, swathed in purple, sauntered onto the stage. They paused, held hands, raised their arms into the air, then strolled away from one another, each to her own mark. Liza, with the elegance of royalty, moved stage left; Raine’s sister locks, wrapped high upon her head, bounced as she edged toward stage right. And the young one, the beautiful one, as Sierra was so often called, held court at center stage.

As the deafening ovation continued, the three singing evangelists peered into the darkened arena, seeing no one. But, of course, they were there—twenty thousand Texans had come to worship, praise, and celebrate with Destiny’s Divas.

With a concerted, majestic raise of their hands, the Divas quieted the capacity crowd and the air thickened with anticipation.

Three chords on the keyboard, and then the first three notes of their signature song. . . .

“Love the Lord . . .”

That was all their fans needed. The men and the women who’d paid fifty, one hundred, up to two hundred dollars for a ticket rose to their feet and roared their approval. The audience sang and swayed with the melody of the song that had stayed at the top of the gospel and R & B charts for five weeks.

After the first stanza, Raine and Liza pivoted, and with their sequined gowns flowing behind them they sashayed to the center, joining Sierra.

The people stayed with them, all those thousands of backup singers, worshipping and praising with one accord. At the end of the song, the lights on the stage slowly dimmed and the three posed, creating a Charlie’s Angels–esque silhouette as they held that last note for seconds that nearly turned into a minute.

The thunderous cheering returned, vibrating the walls. The audience clapped, they stomped, they cheered. As the lights came up once again, Sierra, Raine, and Liza bowed to the ovation, soaking in the adoration that came to them from this: their first night, in their first city of their first tour. For minutes, they let the crowd adore them, then Raine and Liza eased back and rested on the high stools behind them on the stage.

“All right, Houston,” Sierra said. “How’s everyone tonight?” Her tenor tone reverberated through the arena.

“Great,” “Wonderful,” “Terrific,” blended together and floated back to the stage, sounding like a new song.

“It is so good to be here, deep in the heart of Texas!” Sierra shouted as she sashayed to the left.

More applause.

“So, y’all ready for some real talk?” she asked, this time swinging to her right.

Laughter mixed with their applause—the crowd loved to hear the Divas sing, but they’d also come to hear their motivating testimonies. This was the first time the Divas were speaking in person and this crowd couldn’t wait.

Sierra strolled past the stool that had been placed in the center of the stage for her, but she never planned to sit. She would strut through her ten-minute testimony, hoping that would make her a little less nervous.

“Let’s get down to it, right now,” Sierra said. She paused, and even though just about everyone in the arena knew what she was going to say, they leaned forward with expectancy. “I’m saved . . . I’m single . . . and I’m celibate!”

“And you’re fine,” a guy yelled out from one of the front rows.

Laughter rose from those who were close enough to hear.

Sierra laughed, too; she was used to the compliments. “Thank you,” she said. “But, I’m not here to talk about how I look on the outside; I’m here to talk about who’s living with me on the inside. And inside of me, right here”—she pressed her index finger on her chest, then raised her hand in the air—“is Jesus!”

The audience was on their feet once again, and behind Sierra, the other two in the trio applauded as well. As the crowd quieted, Raine reached for Liza’s hand. This was the beginning of their twenty-city tour, and they were all fueled by the adrenaline that came with success. Two number one singles, their first CD that had just dropped today, and now this. Did it get any better?

“Let me tell you how Jesus saved me,” Sierra began as Raine and Liza settled back, both waiting for their turn to share.

And they would share, but not one of them would have any clue that their testimonies would end tonight. No one in the arena would have been able to predict that this would be the first and final show. Because in just hours, every lie they’d ever spoken would be revealed, every secret they ever held would be exposed, and every one of their lives would be changed.

After all, that’s what happens with murder—it changes everything.
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CHAPTER 1

Sierra

Five had become her lucky number!

That was Sierra’s thought as she climbed into the back of the taxi. She slammed the door shut before she said, “One Hundred Twenty-third and Morningside.”

The turbaned gentleman gave her a cautious glance, and Sierra knew what he was thinking—she hadn’t given an address and she was going up to Harlem, so she must be a jumper. Just because she was young and she was black, he thought she was gonna jump out without paying.

She wanted to roll her eyes when his glance stayed on her through the rearview mirror, but she smiled instead. He sighed as if it was too late to get rid of her, and edged the car away from the curb in front of Madison Square Garden where she’d just had lunch at The Afternoon Martini.

From the way the man mumbled, Sierra wondered if he was praying or if he was cursing her out. Well, he didn’t have to worry about her jumping; she had way too much class and she was in a spectacular mood.

It was the number five that had her feeling this way.

“You ladies are still at the top of the gospel charts,” Yvonne, Destiny’s Divas’ manager, had told her, Raine, and Liza over a celebratory lunch. “ ‘Love Unlimited’ is hanging tough. Still number one.”

“That’s five weeks now, right?” Raine had asked.

“Yup,” Yvonne had nodded and then raised her martini glass in a toast to the women. “And I’ve just confirmed your tour schedule. Another city was added—Winston-Salem—so twenty cities, five weeks. We’ll start in Houston and end it right here in the Garden.”

For Sierra, that part was both exciting and disconcerting. She was looking forward to the pampering that came with staying in upscale hotels and being whisked from one place to the next in limousines. But on the downside, she would be away from Andre for a long time.

As the cab rolled up Eighth Avenue, Sierra pulled out her phone to check to see if she had any messages from him. Nothing, so she clicked over to her Twitter timeline. But as she scrolled through the updates that she’d missed in the last ten minutes, her mind was on the love of her life.

This wasn’t the best time to be leaving. Not with her birthday coming up in a week. She was going to be twenty-five five days after Valentine’s Day and Andre was about to propose to her, though Sierra wasn’t sure if he was going to do it on Valentine’s Day or wait for her actual birthday. He hadn’t exactly shared his plans, but he had given her a boatload of clues letting her know what was coming.

Like the hint he gave her a few weeks back. The two of them were bumping arms and shoulders and legs while they jockeyed for position inside her bathroom, which had only enough square footage for one and a half people at a time.

“Baby, we need a house!” he’d said as he smiled at her through the cracked vanity mirror.

“Really? We?” she’d repeated, wanting to make sure she’d heard him right.

He nodded. “Uh-huh. With lots of bedrooms and bathrooms.” He laughed.

Sierra’s heart had almost stopped beating. The only time a man talked about a house was when he was ready for a wife—that’s what her mother had told her.

Hint number two came a couple of days later when she was at his apartment and she’d noticed that the pictures were down. Finally! The pictures that had been the bane of their relationship. The pictures of his ex-fiancée who’d broken off their engagement just a few days before Sierra and Andre had met.

How many fights had they had about the photographs that Andre still had on the living room mantel? Whatever the number, the conversation was always the same.

“Why do you still have pictures of her?” Sierra would ask.

“I already told you; I’m not taking down pictures of my mother.”

Okay, true—Andre’s mother was in all the pictures with that girl, but there had to be a way to handle this. Sierra wanted Andre to either get new pictures of his mother or grab a pair of scissors and get to cutting out Ole Girl—a project she would happily take on if he wouldn’t.

Her nagging hadn’t done much, though. At least not until the day she’d met him at his 14th Street apartment for an afternoon delight. They were only going to be there for an hour or so, and as they made love on the sofa, Sierra had rolled her head to the side. Her eyes fluttered open and she noticed the empty mantel—every picture frame gone.

She had an instant orgasm.

Andre hadn’t said a word and she hadn’t asked. But no words were needed. Sierra knew what this meant—Andre was making room for her.

Then there was the biggest clue of all—Andre’s credit card bill. She’d just been wandering around his apartment wrapped in one of his sheets last Sunday morning while he’d run to the corner liquor store for a bottle of champagne so they could make mimosas. She’d gone into his office and there it was—a credit card bill was sitting right there, in plain view. Well, maybe not in plain view; she’d had to jimmy the lock on his desk to get the drawer open and then . . . it was right there for her to see. A credit card bill with a charge for twenty-two thousand dollars! To a store that was famous for their engagement rings—Tiffany’s.

Sierra hadn’t been looking for anything in particular, but she’d found a treasure. Tiffany’s. Twenty-two thousand dollars. She wasn’t sure how he was going to pay for that on his salary as a staff writer for the National Intruder, but whatever, however, she was about to be united in matrimony with her soul mate; she was about to become Mrs. Andre Stevens.

This was her first done-right relationship. With Andre, she’d done everything her mother had taught her—she’d always made it about him, she told him he was always right (whenever he was), and she always had an orgasm—at least that’s what he thought.

All of the above had helped her keep Andre, but then she’d added insurance. Something that guaranteed that he would never leave her. Something that her mother didn’t know a thing about.

Thinking about that now, Sierra scrolled through the pictures on her phone until she found the one she’d taken about an hour ago in the bathroom. These were the shots Andre loved the most—the ones she took in public and then sent to him. Not that the stall in The Afternoon Martini was public, but she knew this photo would get Andre going for real.

Finding the picture, she typed the message: This will be waiting 4 u when u get home. I’m not going to work 2day so come early. xoxo. Then she pressed Send and imagined the smile this would bring to her man’s face.

Yup, her mother didn’t know a thing about this. Sexting was the bomb.com, as her favorite reality star always said. Sending shots of her various body parts was what kept Andre. He couldn’t get enough of her. Whenever she sent one of these pictures to him during the day, she was sure to have a fabulous night.

Sierra sighed with pleasure. Finally, she had her happily-ever-after. She’d kissed more frogs than the law should’ve allowed. But now she had a prince. Having Andre in her life was worth every lie she’d been told, every wife she’d discovered, every tear she’d shed. Their relationship was so different from all the others she’d had since she’d moved to the city over six years ago. Except for his ex’s pictures, they had no drama. No strange phone calls, no disappearing acts, no females showing up in the middle of the night. She hadn’t gone off once in all the months she’d known him, proving that her other boyfriends who’d called her crazy didn’t know what they were talking about.

The cab stopped at the corner of her block, just as she’d directed, and Sierra gave the driver a twenty and a five, then scooted across the seat toward the door.

“Thank you,” the cabbie said, giving her his first clear words and first smile.

Yeah, he was happy now. Not only was she not a jumper, but she had tipped his racist behind well, so the next time he was asked to go to Harlem, he’d make the trip without making assumptions.

Sierra slipped out of the car, pulled the faux fur collar of her coat tighter, but when the wind whipped up Morningside Drive, she almost turned back to the cab so that he could take her straight to her front door. But this was a rule that she’d lived by—another something that her mother had taught her before Sierra had left Brooklyn and crossed the bridge to live in the big city.

“Don’t be letting just anybody know where you live”—she could hear her mother’s voice even now. “Not even a cabdriver. They’re the worst. They’ll memorize your address and come back in the middle of the night to rob you or rape you.”

It was that vivid picture that had Sierra trudging down the street in her stiletto boots past week-old, waist-high snow piles.

“Hey!”

Sierra heard a man call out, but she didn’t turn around.

“Hey!”

She was so over these catcalls. Men shouted out to her all the time, as if that was really the way to get her attention.

“Aren’t you with that new girl group?”

Oh, wait . . . it was a fan! She paused, turned around, and saw the gray-haired man standing in the cut of one of the buildings. He was bundled up against the cold, his hands stuffed deep inside his pockets.

He didn’t look anything like she imagined her fans to be, but neither did he look like a robber or a rapist. So she answered him—“Yes”—and smiled.

He gave her a toothless grin back. “I saw y’all on TV. One of those video channels. Y’all girls are something else. Keep up the good work.”

“Thank you,” she said before she turned back to her path. That was only the third time that she’d been recognized. It happened all the time when she was with Raine and Liza—primarily because of Raine, of course.

Raine. It was still hard for Sierra to believe that not only did she know Raine, not only was she a friend, but she was actually singing onstage next to her. Raine—or Rainebow, as she was known when she blew up in the nineties—was the reason for this being the best time in Sierra’s life. She wouldn’t have a career if she hadn’t met Raine a few weeks after she joined one of the biggest churches in New York City.

“I’m putting together a new group,” Raine had told Sierra after she pulled her aside one Wednesday night after choir practice. “Not only do you have an amazing voice, but I was so impressed with your testimony.”

Sierra had tried not to be too starstruck as she stood in front of the R & B icon. As casually as she could, she responded, “You mean what I talked about last Sunday? About being celibate?”

“Yes! You’re an amazing young woman. And more than singing, I want the women in the group I’m putting together to be examples of how to handle the challenges women face today. You would be quite a mentor.”

There was no way for Sierra to tell Raine the truth. No way to explain that when Pastor Bush had stood at the altar and asked if anyone had any special testimony to share, Sierra had almost raced to the front. That was the moment she’d been waiting for ever since she’d joined the church.

The idea for what she’d said that day had come from Candy, one of the sales staff at the bookstore where Sierra worked.

“Guys are always trying to get with me because I’m a virgin,” Candy had told her.

Sierra didn’t even try to hide her shock when she asked, “You’re kidding, right?”

“Nope. Guys are always . . .”

“I mean, you’re kidding about being a virgin?” Sierra had been so intrigued that anyone over twenty could still be a virgin, and her first thought was, What a man magnet!

Eric had just left her and she was so ready to find The One. After a week of thought and research, she’d joined City of Lights, the church with the highest number of single men in the city because they were inspired by Pastor Hosea Bush.

So when she was given the chance, Sierra had stood before the congregation and told her story of being a twenty-two-year-old virgin because she was living life God’s way, she was waiting for the man that He’d chosen for her.

Then she’d returned to her seat, knowing that in the next week, or two or three, the men would flock to her because she was such a virtuous woman and would make a wonderful wife.

She hadn’t found a husband, but her lie had led to her big break, and now her lie had become her life. That was fine; it was easy enough to make her lie the truth. Sierra lived as two women—the virtuous one and then the other, who wasn’t so righteous. But that was all about to change. She’d be able to live completely honorably now that she was about to be Andre’s Mrs.

Finally reaching her brownstone, she rushed into the building and out of the 20-degree cold. She grabbed her mail from her box before she tackled the stairs. Seventy-two steps to her fifth-floor walk-up. Seventy-two steps that saved her a gym membership.

Turning the corner on the top landing, Sierra frowned when she saw her door a bit ajar, and thoughts of a robber and/or a rapist jumped back into her mind. But quickly, she pushed those thoughts away. It was probably just the super busting into her apartment under the guise of fixing something. That seemed to be the little man’s favorite hobby—always up in her apartment for one made-up reason or another. He was probably sneaking peeks in her underwear drawer—at least that’s what her mother told her.

Still, she was cautious and stepped slowly, quietly on the wooden planks. She pressed her hand on the door, pushed it back, peeked inside, and then sighed.

“Andre!”

He jumped and turned around with wide eyes.

“You scared me,” she said.

“That makes two of us.”

She dropped the mail onto the front table and then wrapped her arms around her boyfriend’s neck. “What are you doing here, baby?”

“I thought you said you had a business lunch.”

She nodded. “I did, but it was quick. All Yvonne wanted to do was tell us about the tour and lecture me about the importance of staying . . . moral.” She laughed. “And Liza had some first lady event she had to get to.” Sierra stepped back. “I sent you a text,” she said, changing her tone. “Did you get it?” she purred.

“Uh . . . I haven’t checked.”

“Take a look,” she whispered as she shrugged her coat from her shoulders. “I wasn’t wearing any panties.” She giggled as she watched Andre’s Adam’s apple rise then fall in his throat.

“Uh . . . what about work? You’re not going in to the bookstore?” he asked.

She shook her head. “I told you this morning that I was off.” Turning toward the closet, she asked, “What’s up with you? I thought you’d be at work digging up some dirt on that new player for the Knicks.”

When Andre stayed silent, Sierra spun around to face him, and for the first time she really noticed him. She noticed his blank stare as if he had no words to say. She noticed that he was dressed in an old jogging suit, as if he was about to do manual labor. And she noticed what was in his hands—the plug to the TV.

Sierra squinted, confused by the picture in front of her. “Something’s wrong with the TV?”

“Ah . . . nothing. The TV’s fine.” He lowered his eyes. “Look, Sierra, I might as well just come out and say this—I’m leaving.”

Sierra stood there, not moving, just blinking.

He dropped the television cord and took a step closer to her. “I didn’t want to tell you because I didn’t want to hurt you.”

“You’re leaving—as in breaking up with me?” It was the shock that put the tremor in her voice.

He nodded.

All kinds of visions danced in her head—of the day they’d met, of the hours they’d spent making love, of the wedding she’d already planned—the wedding, the ring! No, this was not over!

“So, you were gonna just walk out of here with your TV and not tell me, not try to work out whatever is wrong?”

“Ah, come on, Sierra. You can’t tell me you haven’t noticed that things haven’t been flowing between us.”

“I can tell you that ’cause I thought everything was fine.”

He looked at her as if he couldn’t decide if she was joking. “I mean, you’re all right and everything, but we never meant for this to be long-term.”

His words made her cross her arms.

He cleared his throat. “Well, look, that’s why I came by this afternoon. I didn’t want to go back and forth about this.”

“No, you came by this afternoon ’cause you thought I was out and you’re a coward.”

He was silent for a moment, as if he was contemplating her words. Then he shrugged. “I just didn’t want to hurt you.”

He’d said that twice now and it was those words that hurt her the most. How could he not hurt her? He was taking away her future, her chance to be his wife.

She needed to fix this. She needed to back up and think about the best way to handle the situation. She didn’t have the skills to win any kind of debate with Andre; her high school diploma was no matchup for his bachelor’s and master’s degrees. But she could certainly use the gifts that God had given her—and with her looks, she was always the winner.

So she tossed her bronze-colored curls over her shoulders and sucked in her cheeks. “Baby, please,” she whined. There was little space between them, but in the five or so steps that it took to reach him, she put more sway into her stroll.

The sudden switch of her approach startled Andre.

“I love you.” She pressed up against him so that he would feel what he’d be missing if he left. “Whatever it is, we can work it out.” Then she kissed him. But though she could feel the hard beat of his heart, he didn’t part his lips. “You really don’t want to give up on us, do you?”

Andre took a couple of steps away from her. “I thought we were in the same place with this. I didn’t know there was any ‘us.’”

The trembling started in her soles and was quickly rising. But she fought hard to press her anger down. She couldn’t revert to past tactics. “I just don’t understand.” Her voice was soft. She had to stay calm. She had to stay sultry. Motioning toward the couch, she said, “Let’s talk.” She settled onto the sofa and crossed her legs, making sure that the hem of her skirt rose high enough for him to see the top of her sheer thigh-high stockings.

She watched Andre watch her and the way his eyes glazed as he stared at her legs. Inside, she smiled, but she kept the sorrow on her face.

Andre’s Adam’s apple shifted again, but then he shook his head as if freeing himself from a trance. “Talking won’t do anything.”

“Why won’t you even give me, give us, a chance?”

“Because there’s no chance that needs to be given!” he exclaimed as if he couldn’t believe that she didn’t get it. “We’re not in a relationship.”

Sierra shook her head. “What would you call it?”

“I’d call it a good time.”

She uncrossed her legs, then leaned to the left and crossed her legs the other way. Again, she watched him, pleased when he took an extra breath. “That’s all I was to you? A good time?”

He lifted his eyes from her legs to her face, but she didn’t mind. Her face was just as captivating. He said, “Sierra, you knew the deal when we met. I’d just broken up with Tamara.”

She cringed at the mention of Ole Girl’s name.

He said, “I told you that I wasn’t ready to get involved with anyone.”

“You told me that you couldn’t wait to get me in bed.”

“Yeah, well, look at you. Who wouldn’t want to sleep with you?”

She was trying, trying hard to keep it together.

Trying hard to stay sane.

“Look, you found me at a bad time, Sierra, you know that. What else would you call meeting a man at a bar crying? I was crying over Tamara.”

That name was making her blood boil. “You weren’t hardly crying.”

“I didn’t mean it literally, but you know what I’m saying. I thought we’d just hang out for a few nights.”

“That turned into five months.”

“Longer than I expected.”

“Well, do you know what I expected?” She didn’t wait for him to answer. “I expected a ring. I thought we were going to get married.”

This time he took giant steps away from her. “Whoa! I never said anything about marrying you.”

“You didn’t have to. I know that you bought me a ring. From Tiffany’s.”

He frowned for a moment, as if he was confused. Then his eyes widened with understanding. “How did you know about that?”

“Does it matter?”

“Yeah, ’cause if you know about that then you need to be a reporter. But that necklace had nothing to do with you.”

Sierra blinked. “Necklace?”

He nodded. “For an exposé we’re doing.”

“Not a ring? Not my ring?”

“No! I can’t marry you.”

“Why not?”

“Because I don’t even know you like that. And anyway, it wouldn’t be good for me to get into a relationship. I need to put a little time and space between me and Tamara.”

There was that name again. “You’ve had five months,” she shouted, her voice rising as fast as her blood pressure. “You weren’t saying anything about needing space every time you jumped into my bed.”

“Well . . . you know . . .”

Sierra wanted to crack him upside his head, but she was not going to lose it and she was not going to lose him. So she inhaled deeply, then released it. Over and over, just like her best friend Denise, a psychologist who specialized in anger management, often advised.

She felt herself calming, and Andre must’ve felt it, too, because he sat down next to her.

“I’m sorry, Sierra,” he said softly. “I thought you knew what this was for me and I thought it was the same for you. I mean, how’re you really going to be in a relationship with me and then be in Destiny’s Divas talking about being celibate?”

He was asking her that question now? After all the mornings, noons, and nights that they’d sexed it up? After all the pictures she’d sent him? After all the video recordings they’d made? “All I ever say on the radio and all I’m gonna say onstage is that celibacy is good.”

“Yeah, but those folks think you’re actually celibate. That’s why I didn’t think you’d want to make this long-term. I’d figured by the time your tour began, you’d be turning your back on me and living your life real.”

“Our relationship is real.”

“Come on, Sierra. Stop calling it a relationship when we were just kicking it. When you were just my good-time girl.”

Good. Time. Girl! Those words exploded in her head. “Are you calling me a ho?”

“No . . . wha . . .”

Before the word was out of his mouth, Sierra grabbed the red porcelain vase on the table with the single (just about dead) rose that Andre had given her last week and did exactly what she’d been thinking just minutes before. In one swoop, she crashed the vase upside his head.

“What the hell?” He jumped up, pressing his hand against his temple. “Girl, are you crazy?”

She leapt from the couch and stood inches from him. “Oh, you ain’t seen crazy yet! You just called me a ho!”

He stared at her as if he’d never seen her before, then shook his head. “I’m out.” He pushed by her, but then turned around and almost moonwalked out of her apartment, as if he was afraid to turn his back on her.

Before he got to the door, she said, “Don’t forget your TV. Isn’t that why you came by?”

His fingertips were still pressed to his head, and Sierra saw a trickle of blood. Good!

He paused for a second, then said, “Nah, you keep it,” as if he didn’t trust getting anywhere near her.

“I don’t want your stupid TV,” she shouted. “I don’t want anything from you.”

But he walked out the door, saying nothing more. As if he hadn’t heard her, as if he didn’t care.

He was just gonna leave like that?

Oh, no!

She grabbed the thirty-two-inch flat screen with a strength that she only had at moments like this. Racing through the door, she watched Andre’s face stretch with shock, but he kept backing away toward the staircase. She waited until he had taken three steps down, then hoisted the TV over the railing, aiming at his head.

Andre jumped back, barely escaping the crashing metal, crushing plastic, and splattering glass as the TV bounced, then tumbled down the stairs. When it finally landed on the floor below, Andre looked up at Sierra with wide, shocked eyes.

She said, “I told you I didn’t want your sorry TV.”

He shook his head. His hand was down now and she could see the gash on his forehead. Good! Something to remember her by.

“You are one crazy ass.”

She shrugged. “And now you know.”

Pivoting, she turned her back on him, even as he yelled, “Crazy, crazy, crazy!”

As if those words would bother her. Please, she’d been called much worse than crazy before.

The moment she stepped back into her apartment, she had another thought. Sierra dashed into the bathroom, grabbed what she’d come looking for, then ran back into the hallway.

“Hey, Andre,” she yelled, though he was on the second floor by now. Still, she tossed his toothbrush down the stairs and watched it tumble until it landed on top of the mangled steel mess that used to be his TV. Now she was rid of everything that he’d left behind.

Everything, except for her heart inside that had been cut wide open, once again. Maybe five wasn’t such a lucky number. Because Andre was the fifth man who had cut into her soul in as many years.


 


CHAPTER 2
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Raine

The streets of Manhattan were her gym and Raine took full advantage of her membership. Even now, as the biting February wind swirled around her, she plodded down Eighth Avenue, chuckling as she remembered the horrified looks on Sierra, Liza, and Yvonne’s faces when she hugged them good-bye in the restaurant’s vestibule.

“You’re not going to grab a cab?” Sierra had asked her.

“You know I don’t cab it unless I have to. I have time to walk.”

“In this weather?” the three of them had sung together.

“It’s just a little over a mile,” she’d chuckled. “I’ll get some exercise and do my part to reduce my carbon footprint.”

This time her three friends rolled their eyes in unison.

“Sometimes you take that all-natural, save-our-planet stuff too seriously,” Sierra had said.

Raine’s response had just been a wave. She couldn’t figure out why they always acted so surprised. Surely her girls knew her by now. She was a walker when she wasn’t jogging, and today was the best of days to walk. The thermometer hovered right at 20 degrees, and that’s what made it so wonderful. The cold made her keep up the pace; it forced a serious workout.

With the long strap of her vegan satchel draped across her body, Raine pumped her arms as she pushed across town, then flexed her legs as she forged downtown. She wasn’t oblivious to the number of New Yorkers who did double takes when she passed by, but she kept her head down. Not that she didn’t love her fans. It was just that there were days when she didn’t want to be Rainebow, the R & B superstar. And this was one of those days, especially after three girls had followed her into the restaurant’s bathroom to get her autograph. With that incident, she’d met her daily quota of fan engagement.

The cold shrouded her on the outside, but the recycled fleece and microfiber ankle-length coat kept the wind exactly where it was supposed to be. Heat rose on her skin as her heart beat in sync with her steps, and by the time she arrived at the East Side Towers, she was in full cardio mode.

The doorman pulled the door open when she was still a few steps away and she strode past him, not slowing down until she was wrapped inside the warmth of the lobby.

“Thank you, Stanley.”

“My pleasure,” he said, and then turned right back to the door to welcome the next highbrow New Yorker who called these high-rise luxury apartments home.

Inside the mirrored elevator, Raine pressed the PH button, then snatched the skully hat off her head and shook out her shoulder-length sister locks.

The walk had been invigorating, but it wasn’t just the exercise that had her heart pumping. It was the excitement of what was happening with her career. So many had said that she was finished when she walked away from the R & B gold mine that Babyface had cultivated for her since she was nineteen. Rainebow had risen high on the charts and shared popularity over the years with the likes of TLC, Mariah Carey, and had even been called (to the chagrin of Whitney Houston) the New Voice. But when the news hit the press that Rainebow had a vision from God and was walking away from her thirteen-year career, the critics had asked what she was smoking.

Though the skeptics had predicted that she would have a rapid demise, Raine hadn’t allowed anyone’s voice to be louder than God’s. She’d followed her heart, raised her necklines, lowered her hemlines, and crossed to the other side. The industry waited for her to fail, to fall, to disappear from pop culture. But God had given her this idea of singing evangelists—three women, three decades, three testimonies. It would be their music that would attract a following, but what Raine wanted to do most was touch hearts, remove strongholds, and witness for God with their stories.

It had been easy for Raine to call Liza Washington. She’d met the first lady years before when one of Raine’s foster mothers had taken her to Ridgewood Macedonia where Liza’s husband was the pastor. Although she hadn’t been taken to the church often, she never forgot the pastor’s wife, who always had a kind smile, a gentle spirit, and a voice that could only belong to one of God’s angels. She would be the perfect one to testify about having a long love, a wonderful marriage.

While Liza had been the obvious choice for the Diva in her forties, Raine didn’t have a clue where she would find her twentysomething singer. Sure, there were thousands with voices that could raise the roof, but could they stand? Were they living for God?

Then Sierra had given her testimony and Raine knew she was the one. She’d seen the young woman a couple of times at choir practice, and though she hadn’t heard her sing, her story was amazing. Sierra was living the way Raine wished that she had, and if she had to, she’d pay for her to have singing lessons.

And so Destiny’s Divas was born.

Now, three years later, Raine was back on top of the charts, and soon to be on her first gospel tour where she’d be singing and testifying for the Lord.

“Ha!” She laughed to herself as she stepped off the elevator.

She wished she had every telephone number for all those doubters. She had only one question: How’d they like her now?

But there was no need to focus on the negative when today was all about celebration. Five weeks at number one! Wow!

Their first single, “Vision,” had made it to number two on the gospel charts. But “Love Unlimited” had shot straight to number one and was even rising on the R & B billboard.

She’d had lots of top sellers in her past life and had made a boatload of money. But this—what she was doing for God—was much more gratifying. It was all about walking in her purpose.

She pressed her key into the door marked PH1, and even after fourteen years, she smiled. This apartment had been such a smart investment for a twenty-two-year-old back in ’96—not only financially, but because it was a large enough space that she was able to turn the bachelorette pad into a home for her and Dayo when they married two years later, and then for both them and Nadia when she’d given birth to their daughter.

Pushing the door open, her face glowed with her smile. She couldn’t wait to share her news; after all, Dayo and Nadia were part of her testimony. As the middle member of Destiny’s Divas, she told the world how she and her family shared a love that was completely unconditional.

Then . . .

A scream from inside the apartment smothered those thoughts.

“It’s not fair!” she heard her daughter shrill.

“Calm down.” That was the baritone of her husband, whose bedroom voice sounded the same in every room of the house.

Raine frowned. What had her normally composed twelve-year-old so upset? She shrugged off her coat, took quick steps down the hall, then slowed when she heard her husband again.

“Respect, Nadia,” Dayo said, his volume just a bit louder.

There was only one reason why her husband would make that demand. And once Raine stepped into the grand room of their penthouse, she saw that she was right.

“Mom!” Nadia jumped up from the dining room table where she’d sat across from her grandmother. She was all long arms and longer legs as she barreled toward Raine. “Mom! You said that I could hang out with Shaquanda.”

Raine’s eyes moved from Dayo, who stood stern and strong like the African prince that he was, to his mother, who sat with shoulders squared and hands folded as if she was perched on some kind of throne.

Since neither adult gave Raine any hints, she asked her daughter, “What happened?”

“You said that I could go to Shaquanda’s house after I finished my chores,” Nadia whined.

“Yes”—Raine nodded—“and after you read two chapters of the book I gave you.”

“I read three chapters!” she cried. “But she still won’t let me go!”

Raine heard her daughter say “She,” but she directed her words to her husband.

“I gave her permission,” she said. “What’s the problem?”

“The problem is that I said she could not go.”

Raine inhaled before she turned toward the voice. “Why would you tell her that when I told her that she could go?” she asked her mother-in-law.

Her mother-in-law pressed her palms flat on the table and leaned forward as if she were ready for battle. “I’ve told you before that those are not the kind of people we should be associating with.”

Heat and her hair rose on the back of Raine’s neck. “If when you say those people you mean people who live in the projects, then you’re talking about me. Those people, Lulu, are my people. I grew up in the projects.”

Beerlulu spoke no words, but passed a look to her son that could only be interpreted as “Exactly!” As if she finally agreed with something that Raine was saying.

“Nadia,” Raine said, “can you go to your room for a moment?”

“But, Mom. Shaquanda is waiting for me. Her sister is going to pick me up.”

“She can wait just a little bit longer.”

Nadia dragged herself down the hall, as if the ninety pounds she carried on her five-foot-five frame were too heavy to bear.

Raine waited until she heard her daughter’s bedroom door close before she turned back to her husband and mother-in-law. She didn’t have to say a word. Her attitude was in her stance—all of her weight back on one leg, arms folded, eyes squinted, neck ready to roll. “So, do you want to tell me why you’re telling my daughter she can’t when I say she can?”

Beerlulu bowed her head slightly. “I apologize if that’s how you see it,” she said, though Raine didn’t hear any regret in her tone. “But my granddaughter is in her formative years. I don’t want her catching bad habits from that girl, like the language that she uses.”

Oh, no, Raine thought. Had Shaquanda cursed or something in Beerlulu’s presence? “What did Shaquanda say?” Raine looked to her husband, hoping for some sign. But as always when it came to Nadia, he deferred to his mother.

Beerlulu said, “She called here asking for my granddaughter, calling her”—she paused for a moment as if it took effort to say the next words—“Baby Mack.”

Raine frowned. “And?”

“My granddaughter’s name is not Baby Mack.”

It took Raine a moment to respond because surely there had to be more to Beerlulu’s objection. “You’re kidding, right? That’s the reason why you decided Nadia shouldn’t go to her friend’s house?” Raine couldn’t help but laugh. “That’s just some silly nickname they made up. Shaquanda calls Nadia Baby Mack, and Nadia calls her Biggie Mack. Those names don’t mean anything.”

“And that’s why she needs to be called by her given name. Because her name does mean something. That Baby Mack stuff makes her sound like one of those music people.”

Raine raised an eyebrow.

Beerlulu smiled as if she had made her point, but then she added, “That name makes her sound like one of those rappers you have here in this country.”

“See, that’s the first point,” Raine said, her voice rising just a bit. “You need to remember that we’re in this country.”

For the first time, her husband spoke. “Respect, mchumba,” he said softly, speaking in English and in his native tongue. He stepped to her side and took her hand.

Calling her “sweetheart” in Swahili, coming closer to her, holding her hand—it was all a plea for peace. But inside, Raine growled. Dayo was always talking about respect for his mother. But it was a difficult concept when the woman had so little respect for anyone else.

To his mother, he said, “Hooyo,” calling her by the name he’d learned from a Somalian boy when he was just a child in Kenya. “There is nothing wrong with that name. It’s a nickname. It’s just fun.”

This time Raine was the one to say “Exactly” without moving her lips.

But his words meant nothing to his mother. Beerlulu said, “I don’t know why you fight me. I’m working hard to grow Nadia into a proper young lady.”

“That’s my second point,” said Raine, jumping in. She felt Dayo’s eyes boring into her, screaming his favorite word. But Raine had no patience left for her husband, his mother—nor respect. “You don’t need to raise our child. That’s our responsibility.”

“As the elder, it is my responsibility to step in if mistakes are being made. I do it with my nieces in Brooklyn,” she said, referring to her extended family who had come to New York years before. “And I will most certainly do it with my granddaughter if she’s not being raised right.”

Raine tossed her hands in the air and faced Dayo. Her lips barely moved when she said, “Handle this.”

Beerlulu stood, paused for a moment, and then with her hands folded at her waist, she glided past her son and daughter-in-law as if she was royalty. As if she had no further need for this discussion. As if her point had been made and her wishes would be carried out. She moved toward her bedroom without another word. Her son and daughter-in-law had been dismissed.

Raine’s eyes were wide when she said to Dayo, “How could you just stand there and let her tell Nadia that she couldn’t go?”

He held up his hands. “I walked in about two minutes before you; I was trying to figure it out myself.”

Raine blew out a short breath. “You know this isn’t about any nickname. This is about your mother undermining me, as always.”

“You have to understand, Raine, where my mother comes from it’s the responsibility of the village, especially the older women, to raise the child. She’s just doing what she knows.”

He sat down as if he wanted to discuss this, but Raine stayed standing strong. “That’s the problem. She can’t behave that way here. Not in this country and not in this house.”

“I know, we just have to work with her.”

“No, we don’t, and here’s the thing,” Raine said. “I could handle it when your mother just came after me, criticizing me as your wife, as a singer, the way I dressed or whatever. I didn’t care if she liked me or not.”

“What’re you talking about? My mother loves you.”

She ignored his lie, treated it as if he hadn’t spoken. “But what I can’t handle is the way she’s taken her disdain for me out on my daughter. I won’t stand for that.”

“She’s my daughter, too.”

“Well, then, we both need to protect Nadia.”

“You know that’s crazy, right?” Dayo said as if he hadn’t just witnessed what had gone down. “You’re saying that our daughter needs protection from her grandmother?”

With a sigh, Raine said, “Come on, babe. You’ve got to see that what I’m saying is true. Your mother would love her grandchild if you’d married a Kenyan woman. But you married some American rock star, and she hates it. Just like the rest of your family. No one is happy that you’re with me. And that means no one is happy with Nadia.”

Dayo shook his head. “You’re wrong, but I’ll talk to my mother.”

“Do you know how long you’ve been saying that?” She paused, giving him time to think about that. “Two years. Since she got off the plane and walked through that door.”

“I’ll handle it this time.”

“Dayo, I’m not about to have Nadia upset like this every other day. It’s not healthy for her, and frankly, this isn’t good for your mother, either.” Raine paused. “We need to talk to your mother . . . about moving.”

He was already shaking his head, the way he did whenever Raine brought up this subject. But unlike the other times, she was not going to be denied.

“I’m not saying that she has to move far away. She can be close, but she needs her own place so that we can all live in peace.” Raine gave him a moment to digest her words, then added, “I’m calling Mary,” referring to the Realtor she and Dayo had worked with a few years before, when he’d moved his store to Second Avenue. “She told me she’s doing residential properties now, and I’m gonna ask her to find something for your mother.”

She didn’t give Dayo a chance to agree or disagree; she turned and marched out of the dining room the same way her mother-in-law had done. It was amazing how a grand afternoon had morphed so quickly into a battle. But she was going to win this fight because she would protect her daughter at all cost. Protect Nadia the way she had never been protected. And everyone in this house, including Dayo, needed to understand that.

If you messed with Nadia, you were messing with Raine.

That was just a fact.


 


CHAPTER 3
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Liza

Liza eased her Navigator inside the garage, switched off the ignition, and then leaned back into the comfort of the leather seat. Exhaustion burned inside her bones; she hardly had enough energy to move. Between breakfast with her assistant, then lunch with Yvonne and the girls, followed by the dinner she’d had with the mothers of the girls who were part of the Deliver Our Daughters ministry that she ran with her husband, Liza felt as if she hadn’t had a moment to breathe. All she wanted to do was climb up the stairs and crawl into bed.

But as tired as she was, Liza was hoping for some special time with Mann tonight. Not that there was anything wrong. When she spoke as the matriarch of Destiny’s Divas and told about the honor of and the gifts received from being a submissive wife, she was telling the truth. These young girls didn’t know a thing about not only keeping a man, but having one in your life who loved and adored you for twenty-eight years. Oh, she definitely had a thing or three to share with young women, and some old ones, too. To reach and teach, that was her mission.

But with experience came wisdom. And five weeks was a long time for a husband and wife to be separated, even for a couple as solid as they were. Especially since recently, Liza had been feeling that their marriage was a bit off-kilter. Mann was still loving and adoring; it was just that he’d been acting a little differently, a bit distant. As if he had a lot on his mind. That she could understand. It wasn’t easy leading a movement.

Mann Washington had been called to bring God’s Word forth to young women, and he was changing lives. Just the pressure of that responsibility had to be exhausting.

Grabbing her bag, Liza jumped from the SUV, and the moment she pushed open the door, she was engulfed by the massiveness of her 4,500-square-foot home that felt twice its size since her children had left.

Her children.

Every time a thought, a song, or a word came to her that reminded her of her children, her heart ached. First, there was their daughter, Ingrid. Her perfect-until-she-was-thirteen-then-turned-into-a-rebellious-monster child, who now flew in only once a year from LA on the red-eye for Christmas but always left before the sun went down.

Liza could never figure out when their world went wrong with Ingrid. She and her daughter had always been close, and Mann had doted on Ingrid as if she was his second wife.

But once Ingrid left home when she turned eighteen, she only kept in touch with her mother, and she spoke as few words as possible to her father during her annual nine-hour holiday visit.

As bad as it was with their daughter, it was even worse with their son. Charlie began his quest to escape when he was just six, running away after getting a whipping from his father. That time, Charlie had traveled only as far as the park one block over. But after more attempts, he finally succeeded. On the day after his eighteenth birthday, he put an ocean between himself and his father, moving to London, and carving a hole into his mother’s heart at the same time.
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