

[image: image]






BE CAREFUL WHAT YOU WISH FOR . . .


Set in the highest ranks of the music industry’s fame machine, Diamond Life is an intoxicating story of love, sex, ambition, money, betrayal, and the surprising realities of making it big.


Alex Maxwell’s career as a journalist and celebrity ghost writer is taking off, despite the slightly embarrassing authorship of hip-hop supergroupie Cleo Wright’s memoir. And while Alex’s star is on the rise, it pales in comparison to her husband Birdie’s multiplatinum debut and world tour. Slowly but surely, everything they swore would never happen begins to come true, like leaving Brooklyn for a mansion in suburban Jersey and letting a reality TV crew into their home. Birdie is confronted time and again by the sexy groupies who pursue famous rappers like heat-seeking missiles and he’s forced to make some life-changing choices.


Meanwhile, aging rapper Z, in recovery from drug addiction, is too busy trying to repair his marriage to leave much time for his son Zander, newly signed to Z’s label and struggling to maintain his appeal in the wake of a domestic violence scandal with his diva girlfriend Bunny.


Record label president Jake is trying to deal with the death of his wife, multiplatinum R&B artist Kipenzi Hill, by drowning his sorrows in alcohol and women. When he meets Lily, a beautiful, quiet waitress, he can’t get her out of his head. But Lily has her own problems to handle and she wants nothing to do with the fame, drama, and baggage that Jake carries with him.


This juicy follow-up to Aliya S. King’s Platinum is a scintillating roman à clef that takes readers behind the curtain once again for the real scoop on the biggest players in the hip-hop game—and the first ladies who hold them together.


Praise for PLATINUM


“A juicy ride through love in the hip-hop fast lane.”—ERICA KENNEDY, AUTHOR OF BLING


“An entertaining mix of sex, betrayals, high drama, and tragedy.”—PUBLISHERS WEEKLY


“A steamy, gossipy beach read.” —KIRKUS REVIEWS
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    © LUIS ANTONIO THOMPSON


ALIYA S. KING is an award-winning journalist and the author of Platinum. She is the coauthor of Original Gangster and the New York Times bestseller Keep the Faith. Her work has appeared in Vibe, Giant, Uptown, Essence, King, Ms., Us Weekly, and Teen People, among others. Please visit her at www.aliyasking.com.
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The brick office building had just one lone car in the parking lot. Jake’s driver pulled the white Maybach up to the door and made arrangements to pick him up in an hour. Along with Boo, his bodyguard, Jake eased out of the car and walked toward the front doors of the building.


Head down, shielded against the bitter, whipping wind, Jake stuffed his hands deep into his pockets and kept in step behind Boo. At over six feet tall and nearly two hundred pounds, Jake didn’t need a bodyguard. For today’s destination, Boo’s purpose was to hide him, not protect him.


He didn’t really need Boo to hide him either. Jake looked nothing like he did a few months before, and it was very unlikely that anyone would recognize him. Under a dingy hat, his hair was a misshapen, uncombed afro. His eyes were blood red (concealed by sunglasses), and he was wearing a full beard.


Boo held the door open, and Jake slipped inside. He took the steps two at a time, stopped at the office door, and took a deep breath. He knocked once and then began to turn the knob.


The doctor had her back to Jake, standing at her desk and making notes on a pad.


“Come inside and have a seat,” she said, without turning around.


Jake flopped on the couch, lifted his baseball cap, scratched his head, and then pulled his hat back down over his eyes. He took a Poland Spring bottle out of his jacket pocket and set it on the nearby table.


“How are you?” the doctor asked.


“Is that the best you can do? How are you?”


“I’m just starting the conversation, Jake.”


“You know how I am,” Jake said, his voice flat. “Same as last week and the week before.”


“How is your sleeping? Are you still having the dreams?”


Jake grimaced. Each night, he relived the horror of hearing the news about his wife Kipenzi’s plane crash. It was a flight he should have been on. (And one he would gladly climb aboard if he could go back in time and the outcome would be the same.)


As soon as he dropped off to sleep, he was standing in the hallway of their penthouse. Just as it happened in real life, Kipenzi was rushing off to catch a flight to Anguilla for a photo shoot and to check on his boy Z, who was about to get out of rehab. Just like in real life, Jake planned to go. But then, he got a last-minute phone call about signing a singer named Bunny to the label. He went to Harlem to meet with the singer and chartered a plane to follow Kipenzi to Anguilla in the morning. And just as in real life, he never saw her again.


That night, he’d gone to bed, fully packed and ready to fly out to see Kipenzi in the morning. The phone rang in the middle of the night and his boy Z was on the other line. He just kept saying yo over and over again. Something in his voice told Jake that whatever he couldn’t get out of his mouth was going to change his life forever. He hung up on Z without hearing a single word. He called his mother. She answered the phone by screaming out, “Is it true, Jake?!” and he knew immediately that something had happened to Kipenzi.


After making it out of the drug game unscathed, Jake always believed that it was just a matter of time before he would have to pay the price for the dirt he’d done. The pregnant women he’d sold crack to, the weak junkies he exploited, the communities he’d helped to destroy. Ten years after selling his first vial of crack, there had been no retribution from the gods. And then the music industry came calling—an entirely different world of sin. Ten years in and he hadn’t paid the price for those crimes either. Until a year ago everything had been coming up roses.


“I should have never let my guard down,” Jake said, more to himself than the doctor. He swigged from his water bottle and kept his eyes fixed on the view outside the window.


The therapist scribbled and nodded.


“That’s where I went wrong. I stopped looking back and had the nerve to start planning my future,” said Jake. He finally looked the doctor in the eye.


“I was trying to get my wife pregnant. All my life I said I never wanted to be a father. I’d seen too much. Done too much. I couldn’t see me being anyone’s dad. Kipenzi changed all of that. I wanted to have a baby with her. You know how vulnerable you have to be to try and get someone pregnant . . . on purpose?”


The doctor nodded. Jake realized that his voice was getting high-pitched again. It was the warning that he was about to cry, something he’d been able to control, slightly, for the past few weeks.


“Have you thought about taking a break from work to sort of—”


“A break? Have you listened to anything I’ve said in the past six weeks?”


The doctor flipped back a few pages in her notebook.


“I know you said you were trying to close a deal for a set of headphones . . .”


“Yeah,” said Jake. “And I’m running a record label with twenty different artists who all want something from me. I own apartment buildings, a restaurant, a clothing line . . .”


Jake let his voice trail off and took another swig from his bottle.


“Take a break,” he said under his breath.


Jake leaned over and grabbed a magazine from the stack the doctor kept on the table between them. He flipped through it absentmindedly and froze when he got to a full-page cosmetics ad featuring Kipenzi. Jake tossed the magazine to the floor as if it had burned his hand.


“I’m sorry, Jake,” the doctor said. “I can try to make sure that—”


“That what?” Jake said. “That you scrub this office of any trace of my wife? Can you delete all of her songs from the playlist in your waiting room? Let’s start there.”


Jake got up and walked over to a window near the doctor’s desk.


“And while you’re at it, call the billboard company that owns that sign right there. Some days, I think I’m doing okay. Then I see a fifty-foot billboard of my wife’s face staring down at me . . .”


“That has to be difficult.”


“You can also contact the editors of every magazine on the newsstands and tell them to please stop publishing memorials of my wife to sell a few issues. Be real helpful to be able to walk down the street and not see her face or the scene from the crash.”


The doctor motioned for Jake to sit back down and he did, letting out a rush of breath as he slumped on the couch.


“My wife is everywhere except where I need her to be,” said Jake. “And that shit pisses me off. Her fans still have her. They have all of her that they ever had. Does that makes sense?”


The doctor nodded.


“I mean, they can still listen to her music, watch her videos, look at her pictures . . . whatever. I don’t have a substitute for my wife. But everywhere I go, she’s there.”


Jake took another swig from his water bottle and then let his head fall back against the couch cushion. He closed his eyes tight.


“We talked about vulnerability last week,” said the doctor. She turned a new page over in her notebook. “It’s something I think we need to explore.”


“Do you ever cure people?” Jake asked, his eyes still closed.


“Excuse me?”


“Do you ever say, ‘My job here is done’ and then tell someone not to come back?”


“Psychotherapy is not the kind of thing—”


“That’s what I thought,” said Jake. “Nice hustle you got going. People pay you three hundred dollars a week to talk. And they never get better. Gangsta.”


“Are you saying you think you’re never going to get better?”


“I’m saying that if I do, it won’t be because of you.”


“What’s going to help you, Jake?”


Jake sat up and reached for the water bottle. He swished the liquid around in his mouth, and swallowed hard.


“My wife had just retired before she died,” Jake said. “She wanted to enjoy what she’d worked for. Sometimes I think I should do the same.”


“Why don’t you?”


Jake waved a hand.


“It’s just a thought. You asked me what would help. I probably need some time off.”


“I’ll tell you what you don’t need,” said the doctor, taking off her eyeglasses and sitting up in her chair.


“What’s that?”


The doctor gestured to Jake’s water bottle.


“Vodka’s not gonna do it, Jake.”


Jake leveled his eyes at the doctor and drained the bottle.


“When’d you realize it wasn’t water?” he asked.


“First time you brought it in,” said the doctor. “I figured I’d let you tell me in your own time.”


“But I didn’t say anything.”


“It’s been long enough, the smell was driving me crazy. Vodka’s not actually odorless, in case that’s what you thought.”


“I’m done for the day, doc.”


“Next week, try bringing real water. It might help us get some work done.”


Jake stood up and stretched. He made a show of picking up his empty water bottle, getting into basketball-shooting position, and then tossing the bottle toward the trash basket near the doctor’s desk. He missed by a foot.


“Alcohol messes up your coordination,” said the doctor, picking up the empty plastic bottle and dropping it into the basket.


“What do you think you can do for me?” Jake asked.


“I can help you start grieving.”


“Start grieving?”


“You heard me,” the doctor said. “As long as you’re drunk every minute of the day, you’re not grieving. You’re just numb. When you deal with your wife’s death head-on, we can make some progress. Not until then.”


Jake burped. He wanted to be polite and cover his mouth, but he was too drunk to care.


Kipenzi always said he was a boor when he was drunk. For a year he’d thought she meant he was boring.


“Next week,” said Jake, pointing at the doctor. “No vodka.”


“I hope you’re going home now to sleep this off . . .”


Jake stood up straight and adjusted an imaginary tie.


“Of course not,” he said. “I’m going to work. I’m a big-time executive, you know. You’re looking at the president of a major record label! I have acts to sign, deals to make, budgets to approve. You might not know it, but I’m kind of a big deal.”


Jake winked and made his way to the door. He stumbled only once.


Three hours later, at a business dinner at Peter Luger’s, Jake was only half-listening to Dominic Carerra, his longtime business manager. He was trying to get the attention of the waitress to get a refill on his drink. Holding an empty glass was not a good feeling.


“The headphones deal is just a matter of paperwork right now,” said Dominic. “They’ll be in stores next Christmas.”


“It’s a new year, Dominic,” said Jake. “What are you going to do differently?”


Dominic was taken aback and sputtered.


“My job is the same every year. Make you more money than the year before.”


They both laughed and the sound finally caught the attention of the tiny woman who had taken their orders.


“Let me get a—” Jake said.


The young woman placed a Jack and Coke on the table. Jake wrinkled his eyebrow and looked up at her.


The young woman shrugged.


“Made it already,” she said. “I was pretty sure you’d want another.”


Jake sized her up. She had her hair pulled back in a bun. And there was a flower tucked behind her ear. Her body was absolutely perfect, almost too perfect. She had small but perky breasts, a tiny waist, and a full ass. And although her body had his mouth watering, it was the eyes that drew him in. Almond-shaped and jet black, her eyes locked with Jake’s, and he felt his heart thump harder in his chest. He guzzled his drink to tamp down the feeling and gather his thoughts.


“What’s your name?”


“Lily.”


Jake pointed to the petals peeking out of her bun.


“What kind of flower is that?”


“Guess.”


“Lily?”


“Smart boy.”


Jake could see that Dominic was trying to catch his eye. But he ignored him.


“What time do you get off?”


Lily just smiled and walked away.


Jake licked his lips and then drained his drink.


“Are we done here?” Jake asked.


“We just got started,” said Dominic. “You’re distracted as usual.”


Jake kept looking at Lily. There had been only one thing that kept him from killing himself after his wife died: liquor. And with enough liquor in his system, the women started to pile up, one after the other. He seldom woke up alone and usually tossed them overboard quickly. It had taken thirty seconds to decide that Lily would be next.


“I’m right here with you,” Jake said, his eyes lingering on Lily as she tended to another table. She leaned over a bit to hear her customer and Jake stared at her neck.


“You should try to make an appearance at Cipriani’s tonight if you’re up to it. It will look good for the Seagram’s deal.”


Jake nodded, still watching Lily and rubbing his thick beard.


“I gotta cut my hair and shave for that?”


Dominic cleared his throat.


“Yeah, I think you should.”


“Then I won’t be there. Send the paperwork about the headphones to the office and I’ll sign it,” said Jake.


“You also need to talk to Birdie about this reality show VH-1 has on the table,” said Dominic.


“What’s the problem?”


“He says he doesn’t want to do it. Something about his wife not wanting to be involved.”


Jake grunted.


“I’ll talk to him,” said Jake. “He’s definitely doing it.”


Dominic and Jake shook hands. While Dominic went out the front door, Jake parked himself at the bar. Jake’s bodyguard Boo was waiting with his driver outside, but in this dark, cavernous space, he didn’t have to worry about being approached by anyone.


Lily came by his spot at the bar and dropped off another drink.


“You didn’t tell me when you get off,” Jake said.


“I’m not available.”


“Did I ask you that?”


“I just thought you should know.”


Now Jake knew he was taking her home. She was his favorite type: a challenge. One hour and six drinks later, Jake was still alone. And Lily was no closer to leaving with him.


“I’m only giving you one more chance,” Jake said, his words slurred.


“No, thanks,” said Lily with a smile. “It was nice meeting you, though.”


“Look at this,” Jake said, struggling to pull his cell phone out of his coat pocket. “I can call anyone on this phone and have them at my house before I can get there.” Just as Lily tried to walk away, Jake stopped her by touching her arm.


“Watch this,” said Jake. He stabbed a few numbers on the phone and waited.


“Yo,” Jake barked into the phone. “Where you at?” Jake listened.


“Take a cab to the house,” Jake said. “Be there in twenty minutes or don’t come at all.”


Lily smiled with her mouth closed.


“Impressive,” she said. “I have to get back to work now.”


Jake clambered off the stool, losing his balance, and then collecting himself just in time to prevent himself from falling. He touched the flower behind her ear.


“Just remember,” said Jake. “ That coulda been you. You may not know it. But I’m kind of a big deal.”


Jake sent a text to Boo, who met him at the entrance and half-carried him back to the car. Jake collapsed into the back seat and reached for the bottle of gin he kept in a side compartment.


By the time he got home, he was out cold in the back seat. The young woman he’d invited over was still in the taxi, waiting. Boo paid the driver to take the woman back home and got Jake into the house.


Jake woke up the next morning without any recollection of Peter Luger’s, his therapy session, or a girl named Lily.
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I hate this.”


“Would you relax? Jesus.”


Lily sat up slightly and peeled back a corner of the eye gel mask the technician had placed over her eyes. She looked over at Corrine.


“How am I supposed to relax if I can’t see?”


“Don’t you close your eyes when you’re sleeping?”


“But I’m not sleeping. I’m in the nail salon. And this thing is making me feel claustrophobic.”


“So take it off. Just leave me alone.”


Lily took the mask off and placed it on the table on the side of the recliner. She looked down at the basin of water where her feet had been soaking for fifteen minutes. She didn’t care for having her eyes closed. She felt too vulnerable. Like someone could be staring at her, judging her while she had no idea. She was used to being stared at and judged. But she needed to see it straightaway. So no eye packs. And definitely no massages. Lily shuddered. Just the thought of someone kneading her muscles while she was wearing nothing but a towel made her heart race.


Lily sat back in her chair and used the lever on the side to recline it completely. She wiggled her toes and smiled. Heaven was a place where you soaked your feet in piping hot water laced with peppermint soap for twenty minutes every day. Lily breathed in deep and tried to relax. Five straight nights at the restaurant, followed by teaching an early morning art class every day had worn her out. Today, she’d planned on sleeping in before Corrine came over unannounced, as usual, and dragged her out of the house for their monthly trip to the salon.


Lily had been having a dream when Corrine called. The man from the restaurant was in it. The cute guy with the afro and the scruffy beard. He was talking to her, whispering something in her ear that she couldn’t understand. She kept pulling back to look at his mouth, hoping she’d be able to read his lips. But he would just shake his head and pull her closer so that he could whisper in her ear again. Do you speak English? she asked him. He looked at her and said, Yes, I do. Lily breathed a sigh of relief and then began to ask him to repeat what he was trying to say. His cell phone rang and he gestured to Lily to give him one second. He started talking on the phone. But somehow it was still ringing . . . And then Lily woke up to the sound of Corrine’s ringtone on her cell. She wanted to immediately go back to sleep and find the guy with the scruffy beard and tell him to whisper in her ear once more.


“Maybe if you put the eye pack back on, you’ll fall asleep and you can see your Bearded Boyfriend again,” Corrine said.


“Shut up,” said Lily.


“Did he look like the Brawny guy?”


“No. He was black.”


“The Brawny guy is black.”


“No, he’s not. Anyway. Can we stop talking about him?”


Corrine took off her eye mask and turned to face her friend.


“What exactly happened with this guy?”


“I told you,” said Lily. “He was there for a meeting or something. I waited on his table. And I just—”


“You fell in love with him while you were serving him a rum and Coke.’


“No. I did not fall in love with him. And it was Jack and Coke. Not rum.”


“But you’ve been dreaming about him ever since.”


“Weird, right?”


“And you don’t know his name.”


Lily shook her head.


“No clue.”


“Wonder why you’re not dreaming about Shawn,” Corrine said. She raised an eyebrow and smiled.


Lily looked up at the ceiling and then over at her friend.


“Maybe because I know I never want to see him again?”


“Oh come on, Lily! You went out with him twice. That’s it. You know we believe in a three-date rule, unless he’s absolutely unsalvageable.”


“I won’t say I don’t like him,” said Lily. “It’s just . . . I don’t like him enough.”


“Maybe that comes with time,” Corrine said.


-Lily shook her head vigorously.


“I’ll know right away,” she said. “It won’t take long to—”


Lily jumped. She jerked her head to the left, expecting to see the bearded guy in the salon.


“Did you just hear a guy talking?” Lily asked.


Corrine looked as if she wanted to call the men with the nets and the straitjackets.


“Lil, there are no guys in here,” Corrine said slowly.


Lily looked around again.


“I just heard a guy say, ‘I’m kind of a big deal.’”


Corrine sat back and pointed to the television.


“You’re losing it, babe. It’s a line from a movie. Anchorman.”


“But that’s not playing,” Lily said, looking up at the television. “Excuse me,” she said to the woman working on her feet. “Can you rewind this for a minute?” Corrine’s eyes widened.


“What are you doing? There are other people in here, you know. And they’re watching—”


Lily bounced in her seat and pointed at the screen. A tall, clean-cut guy with bright eyes was being interviewed.


“Who is that? Right there!”


“Ah,” said Corrine. “Please don’t sit here and tell me you don’t know who Jake is.”


“I don’t know who Jake is. Should I?”


“Yeah, Lily, you should.”


“He sounds exactly like the guy from the restaurant. He even said that to me. ‘I’m kind of a big deal.’”


“So maybe it was Jake.”


Lily shook her head.


“Nah. He didn’t look anything like that. I told you. He looked like a mountain man. Really bushy hair and a thick beard . . .”


Corrine rummaged through her purse for her cell phone. She punched a few keys and then turned the screen to show Lily.


“Is this your bearded boyfriend?”


Lily squinted and then grabbed the phone for a closer look. It was him. The guy from the restaurant. In the photo, he was climbing into a big black truck. A guy who looked like a bodyguard had a hand outstretched to block the camera’s lens.


“That’s him! But that can’t be the same guy . . .” Lily looked back up at the television.


“Yeah. Your crush is a rapper named Jake. He’s huge.”


“Why does he look so . . . unkempt?”


“His wife died last year. He’s been a mess ever since. You really need to get a television.”


“Wait. Who was his wife? The singer? The one who died in a plane crash?”


Corrine looked at Lily and shook her head.


“Yes. He was married to her. She died. And ever since, he’s looked like this.” Corrine shrugged and threw her phone back into her bag. She leaned over to inspect the color being applied meticulously to her toes.


“You don’t seem like you are into the hard-core rapper type . . .” Corrine said, keeping her eyes on her bright red toes.


“I’m not,” said Lily. “At all. I’m not into hard-core anything . . .”


Lily and Corrine shared a long look. Lily looked away first, and they both pretended to busy themselves with their magazines. Lily was grateful for the quiet. She was suddenly warm all over and her hands were trembling just a bit. She kept looking up at the television, as if she still expected to see Jake on the screen. She couldn’t fathom that the sharp guy with the easy smile was the same guy from the restaurant who drank too much and slurred his words. He was the complete polar opposite of everything Lily wanted in a man. From his looks to his style. So why had she been thinking about him nonstop? Dreaming about him even . . .


On the other side of the salon, with magazines in their laps and their feet under nail dryers, Lily and Corrine carefully thumbed through ancient magazines.


“See look, here’s a picture of Kipenzi and Jake from last year,” said Corrine.


Lily leaned over and peered at the photo. The woman was breathtaking—blinding white teeth, and flawless caramel skin.


“She is stunning,” Lily whispered.


“She was stunning,” said Corrine, tossing the magazine to the side. “They were definitely a cute couple, though.”


Lily picked up the magazine Corrine had tossed aside and flipped through it. She came to a photo of Jake on his way to Kipenzi’s funeral. His lips were set in a thin straight line and he wore oversized shades. He had a five o’clock shadow, the only sign that anything was amiss.


“He’s in a lot of pain. I could tell that in the restaurant.”


“Don’t start, Lily,” Corrine said, standing up and slipping into her shoes while blowing on her still-wet nails. “There is no such thing as hyperempathy.”


“I’m telling you! I could feel his emotions! As soon as I took his order, I just felt grief and pain and sadness.”


Ever since Lily had read Octavia Butler’s Parable of the Sower, about a woman who bleeds if she even sees someone bleeding, she’d become convinced that she had a mild form of what was known in the book as hyperempathy. For her entire life, she’d felt what other people were feeling—even people she didn’t know at all. And as soon as she’d walked away from Jake’s table that night, she wanted to go into the break room and sob hysterically. She felt so much heartache radiating from his body that she just wanted to take him in her arms and rock him back and forth, kissing his forehead until he fell asleep.


“You go ahead,” Lily said, waving Corrine off when they were all done and had paid for their services. “I’m going to stop by the restaurant for a second.”


Corrine dropped her mouth in mock surprise.


“You’re hoping your bearded boyfriend is there, aren’t you?”


“No. I’m hoping my check is there.”


“Uh-huh. Right.”


Lily pulled on her warm socks, her all-weather galoshes, and then stood up straight. She blew on her nails a few times to make sure they were completely dry.


“I’m coming with you,” Corrine said. She slipped on the oversized shades she wore in all seasons, tipped the salon technician, and started toward the door.


“Corrine, I don’t need you to—”


Corrine stopped and turned.


“Whatever. I’m coming. And that is the end dot com,” said Corrine.


“You know I hate it when you do that.”


Corrine waved down a taxi and threw open the back door.


“Let’s go, girl,” she said. She slapped Lily on the butt as she climbed in the taxi. “Let’s go find your man.”


Lily had no idea why she was stopping by the restaurant. She did want her paycheck. But on a Sunday there was nothing she could do with it anyway. She was working the next day, so it would make more sense then. But she had to go. And she felt like she’d know once she got there why she needed to go. As Corrine chatted nonstop about how she’d already broken all her New Year’s resolutions, Lily kept her head down, blocking against the wind, as they trudged down Broadway, jumping over puddles of melting snow and ice. As soon as they got to the service entrance to the restaurant, Lily stopped Corrine.


“Okay, I’ll admit it. I’m coming here because I think Jake’s here.”


Corrine made a face.


“Duh. I know that.”


“But it’s not just that. I feel like he’s looking for me.”


“And he’s telepathically bringing you here.”


“Yes.”


“Lily, can I be really honest with you?”


“Of course.”


“Jake is . . . he’s one of them. He’s rich. He’s famous. He’s got girls throwing pussy at him like it’s a softball.”


“Like it’s a what?”


“Never mind. I’m just saying I don’t want to see you play yourself. It sounds like he gave you some attention and you’re making way too big of a deal about it.”


Lily glared at Corinne.


“Come on,” Corrine said, pulling the door open and holding it for Lily.


The restaurant was nearly empty. And only Manny, Lily’s supervisor, was at the bar. He was leaning over, chatting with Samantha, one of the other bartenders.


“Hmmmm. Let’s see if there are any platinum-selling rappers who have been inducted into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame sitting around a deserted restaurant with a rose in their teeth, waiting for their favorite bartender to return so he can profess his love.”


Corrine shielded her eyes with her hand and looked around.


“What do you know? He’s not here. Gasp.”


Lily felt a stinging in her eyes and tried to smile anyway.


“Let’s go,” she said to Corrine, walking toward the front door.


“Lil?” Corrine walked quickly to catch up and touched her shoulder. “I’m sorry. That was stupid and mean.”


“It’s okay. It was stupid of me to come back here.” Lily waved at Samantha. Manny turned around to see who Samantha was waving to.


“What are you doing here?” he barked. “You’re off today!”


“I know, Manny,” Lily said. “See you tomorrow.”


“Ha. And I told that guy you wouldn’t be here tonight.”


Lily and Corrine froze in place. Lily spoke to Manny without turning around.


“What guy?” she said.


“The rapper guy. Sat in here with his bodyguard all day today. I told him you wasn’t coming in today. Shows how much I know.”


Lily and Corrine still didn’t turn around to face Manny.


“How long ago was this?” Lily asked.


“What do you mean, how long ago was this? He just walked out. Where were you thirty seconds ago when he was sitting right there?”


Manny lumbered off the stool and walked past Lily and Corrine. He flung open the front door of the restaurant.


“See look, he’s right there. Hey, you! Rapper boy! You were right. She did come in. She’s right here—”


Lily’s mouth dropped. She grabbed Corrine’s wrist and they sprinted through the main room, into the kitchen, and out of the service entrance. They ran full speed down a back alley and didn’t stop until they were across Broadway.


Both Lily and Corrine were bent over at the waist with their hands on their knees, trying to catch their breath. Corrine pressed her hand to her chest.


“Seriously, Lily. Why the hell are we running?”


“I don’t know!” Lily said. “I panicked.”


“But you expected him to be there!”


“Well . . .” Lily stopped and gulped for air. “I did and I didn’t. You know?”


Corrine took in more deep breaths and then started walking slowly.


“No, Lily. I don’t know. Let’s go home.”


Corrine and Lily limped toward the train without saying a word. Lily felt a warm sensation pulsing through her body. He was there. He was looking for her. She smiled and turned to Corrine.


“He was looking for me,” Lily said, still smiling hard.


Corrine looked at Lily.


“Would you give him more than two dates to prove himself worthy?”


Lily looked away. “No. I wouldn’t go out without him at all. But the attention’s nice. He’s cute.”


Corrine threw an arm around Lily’s shoulders as they walked down the subway steps.


“You’re special,” Corrine said. “Rappers don’t do special.”


“Is that what we’re calling it now? Special?”


“Isn’t it true?”


Lily chuckled.


“Indeed.”
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Birdie ran up the steps of the brownstone and checked the time on his phone. Two minutes. He opened the door, stopped to stomp the snow off his boots, and then ran into the living room.


“Take your boots off before you come in—”


“Go online,” said Birdie. “It should be up now.”


Alex scrambled to open her laptop and began tapping on the keyboard. She clicked on an icon with her husband’s photo. And there was Birdie, his face close up in the screen, rapping along to his first single.


“Look at you!” said Alex, beaming. “I love this video.”


The chorus to the song came on and Birdie grabbed Alex and spun her around the room. They both danced and sang along to the song until it went off and another video came on. Breathless, they both flopped onto the sofa.


“Aren’t you excited?” asked Alex. “This is huge!”


Birdie shrugged.


“They would premiere it on New Year’s Eve, when no one’s online. It’s not gonna get any traffic.”


“Oh, come on, we’re online!”


“That’s because we never go anywhere on New Year’s Eve.”


Alex leaned over and kissed Birdie on the cheek.


“You are all the party I need. Want some more chips?”


Birdie nodded and Alex climbed over his legs to get to the kitchen. Birdie’s hands shot out and he palmed her ass, giving it a tight squeeze.


No matter how many times Birdie saw his wife’s butt—firm, high, tight, round, and perfect—he had to touch it. If she got up from the sofa to take her empty ice cream bowl into the kitchen, he’d reach up and feel it without thinking twice about it. Sometimes he wouldn’t bother to take his eyes off CNN. Alex often joked that he didn’t even realize he was doing it half the time. His hand would dart out before his brain could register.


But sometimes, when she was angry or upset or stressed out over a story, he knew better than to grope her. On these occasions, he had to settle for just staring at it for as long as he could see it. More often that not, she’d turn her head to catch him staring and they’d both laugh out loud.


“Would you have dated me if I had a flat butt?” Alex asked, a bowl of popcorn in her hand. Birdie looked up at his wife, drinking her in. She was wearing his very favorite outfit, a plain white tank top and an old pair of Birdie’s basketball shorts. Birdie preferred that combination over anything Victoria’s Secret could whip up. And he knew whenever he came home and saw Alex in uniform, they were going to have a good night.


Alex sat down next to Bird, and he threw an arm around her neck and pulled her in close.


“No,” Birdie said, kissing his wife on the cheek. “I would have never taken it there with you if you had a flat butt.”


“So my cute little face, my bright and vibrant personality, my friendly nature—”


Bird shook his head vigorously and closed the laptop.


“All of the above plus a flat ass equals no.”


Alex sat up and adjusted her position on the couch.


“Why’d you do that? The Trip & Step video was on.”


“They’re an embarrassment to hip-hop,” Birdie said, his face a scowl.


Alex smiled.


“I like them. You, my friend, are just getting old.”


Alex opened the laptop and Birdie moved her hands and closed it shut again.


“Are you kidding me?” Birdie asked. “They’re horrible. They talk about—”


Alex held up a hand. “I know, I know, Birdie. They talk about the same stuff on every song. They’re not lyrical. They make up dances to go with their songs. But so what? The kids like it. Why are you hating?”


Birdie gave Alex a look. She exhaled heavily, got off the sofa, and placed a quarter into the Hateration Jar. Some households had a jar for cursing. Birdie had one for using the word hater. Instead of coming back to the sofa, Alex began gathering papers and her laptop.


“You’re lucky I’m on deadline,” Alex said. “I can’t deal with you and your old-man issues.”


“What’s the schedule this week?” Birdie asked.


Alex let out a heavy sigh.


“I don’t want to talk about it.”


“If you don’t tell me when you’re . . . you know . . . doing your thing . . .”


Alex pulled out a sheet of paper.


“This week is showtime. Again. Fertility peaks day after tomorrow.”


“So we should be doing it, like, now.”


Alex nodded.


“And every day this week.”


“I think I can manage that,” said Birdie, smiling.


Alex looked down at the floor.


“What’s wrong?”


“This is just not the way I pictured getting pregnant. I mean, I have to check the color and consistency of my vaginal discharge on a daily basis.”


Birdie swallowed hard to keep from scrunching up his face.


“I did not need to hear that.”


Alex shrugged and began walking out of the living room.


“Wait, before you go . . . I wanna run some album covers by you.”


Birdie sat up straight on the couch and reached for color photocopies of mock album covers. After getting signed by rapper-producer Jake Giles in a seven-figure record deal, Birdie’s ten years as an underground sensation were coming to an abrupt close. He’d refused to stray too far from his roots as a backpack rapper—his album was equal parts aspirational and inspirational. But he was still about to enter a whole new world.


“Okay, so you know who Ennio Morricone is?” Birdie asked his wife, gesturing for her to sit next to him.


“No, never heard of him.”


“He’s a composer for spaghetti westerns. He did the music for Clint Eastwood’s Fistful of Dollars.”


“Is that where you got the name for your song?”


“Yup. Check this out.”


Birdie took out a copy of a movie poster featuring a sepia-toned photo of Clint Eastwood holding a rifle. He felt a chill go through him as he held the paper in his hand.


“This is my album cover.”


Bird stood up and turned around to face Alex. “Can’t you see me redoing this photo for my album cover?”


“I could. It’s hot.”


“And that’s my title too—A Fistful of Dollars.”


“Can’t do that.”


“Why not?”


“It’s bad enough that you chose that title for the first single. Can’t make that the album title. That’s so corny. Money references? Really?”


“Well, shit, I do want a fist full of dollars. What’s wrong with that?”


Alex shrugged. “Nothing. I just worry about what kind of message you’re sending.”


The doorbell rang and Alex threw on a robe and went to the door. She came back lugging a heavy cardboard box.


“It’s for you,” said Alex.


Alex sliced the box open, and Birdie let out a low whistle. There were ten pairs of Air Jordan sneakers, all brand-new and wrapped in plastic. A note was nestled inside. Birdie plucked it out and began to read:


Wishing you much success. Sincerely, your friends at Nike.


It was the sixth time in a month that Birdie had received an enormous care package from a valuable company. There was Moet & Chandon, Ciroc (and every other conceivable brand of champagne), limited-edition leather coats emblazoned with his initials, boxes and boxes of clothes from lines not yet released. And now, yet another box of pristine white sneakers.


“I can’t keep all these!” Birdie said. “Help me box them up.”


They began to box up the sneakers and labeled them with the addresses of Birdie’s cousins across the country.


“So you really don’t like Fistful of Dollars as the album title?” Birdie asked, tearing off a piece of tape with his teeth.


Alex shook her head and labeled a box with a black Sharpie.


“No. It’s not who you are.”


“But I signed a deal for a million dollars,” Birdie said. “A meeeelion dollars.”


“I know, Bird.”


“And as soon as word go out on the blogs, people had a fit,” said Birdie. “Calling me a sellout, saying Jake was stupid for offering me so much money.”


Bird shrugged his shoulders.


“We’re selling this brownstone, we’re getting the hell out of Brooklyn, and my daughter’s going to private school. This baby I’m putting in your belly tonight? He will grow up in the ’burbs. And I don’t give a damn about what people say. I want a fistful of dollars in my hands at all times. And I’m not ashamed of that.”


“Speaking of moving out of Brooklyn . . .” Alex said. She stood up and looked down at the floor. Bird threw up his hands.


“Don’t start, Alex. I’m not living damn near Bushwick so you can feel connected to the ’hood.”


“Okay. Hear me out . . .”


Bird shook his head. Any time Alex started out with the words hear me out, he knew he was in trouble.


“Nah. I’m not hearing anything.”


“Excuse me! Marriage is a partnership, remember?”


“We are not living here,” Birdie said. “Period. We don’t have to sell the house. I know your dad bought it for you and blah blah blah. So we’ll rent it out. But I’m not living—”


“What do you mean ‘blah blah blah’?”


Bird put one hand behind his head and blew a quick breath out of his mouth.


“I didn’t mean it like that.”


“Did you forget that my dad left me the house . . . in his will?”


Birdie blinked. “No, I did not forget. And I know that’s a sensitive—”


“And did you forget that my dad died right after we got married and he wasn’t even there.”


“Alex, of course, I didn’t for—”


“And now you want me to just sell the house he left me?”


There was a deeper reason for Alex’s hostility and Birdie knew it. He decided to just rip apart the scab and deal with it.


“Things were weird . . .” Birdie began, knowing Alex would run with it.


“That’s an understatement,” Alex spat. “You cheated on me. ”


“I know,” said Bird. “So when you decided to give me another chance I didn’t want to waste any time.”


The previous year had been a tough one for Birdie and Alex. Vibe hired Alex to write a story on women married to rappers and, as always, she got in too deep, forging relationships with the women and sympathizing with their plights. At the same time, she was ghostwriting a memoir for Cleopatra Wright, a video model who had messed around with half of the music industry—including, Alex found out later, her own boyfriend. It all came out, as these things always do, and Alex was two seconds away from calling off the wedding and walking away from Birdie forever. When he convinced her to stay, he didn’t want to waste any time.


So running down to city hall on a Friday afternoon last year felt right. With Tweet standing between them, holding their simple silver rings, and his lawyer standing right in front of all three of them. Right before the judge started the ceremony, Alex whispered to Bird, “Should we wait and at least do this with my dad?” Bird had told her it was okay. He’d understand. And they would still have the big ceremony in Atlanta later.


Alex’s father didn’t understand. He was pissed off. And then, a week later, he died. So he died pissed off. An only child, Alex wasn’t in touch with any of her cousins or aunts and uncles. So Birdie knew he’d been wrong to marry her without her father being there—or at least having his blessing. But everything was all mixed up and complicated then. He felt like he needed to marry her right that second. But she was devastated when she realized that they would never be able to make it right with her dad. Now that she was digging her heels in and prepping for another epic argument about moving, Bird had to step lightly but stay on task.


“Did you like the house in Jersey?”


“You know I did. It’s beautiful. But it’s so cliché. You sign a record deal and we move out to the ’burbs . . .”


Alex shuddered and then wrinkled her nose.


“It’s so corny.”


Bird thought back to his communication classes. Use “I” statements. Rephrase questions.


“I think you could be happy in the house in Jersey. Do you?”


“I guess so.”


Bird chose that moment to clinch the deal. He wrapped Alex up in his arms and kissed her neck.


“Alex, home is wherever we lay our heads.”


“I’m scared, Bird.”


“Of what.”


“Scared of you changing,” said Alex. “Becoming more like the people I interview . . .”


“Like who?”


“Like Jake and Z . . . all the rappers on your new label.”


“Can I be successful? Can I go from rapping to running a record label like Jake?”


“Of course! I want you to!”


“But you want me to still be regular. Which, to me, means poor.”


“Not poor. Just not too rich.”


“You sound insane.”


“Are you going to keep your same friends?”


“Alex, I’ve been friends with Travis, Daryl, and Corey since I was ten years old.”


Alex shook her head slowly. “Famous people always end up with a whole different crew,” said Alex. “Always.”


“Okay. So you think I’m gonna ditch all my friends. What else?”


“I’ve seen how money and fame change things. Look at this stuff,” Alex said, sweeping her hands across the room. “You can afford to buy all this out of your own pocket, but you get it all for free.”


“You know I don’t keep this stuff,” said Birdie. “I like spending my own money.”


Alex sighed.


“I just know that for ten years you had a small but dedicated group of people who loved your music. You made enough to support us—”


“Barely.”


“The point is, you did. And I could dip into Joe’s Pub on a Sunday night and close my eyes and pretend like you were frees-tyling just for me.”


“Half the time I was freestyling just for you.”


“Just promise you won’t change.”


“Of course, I’ll change. I hope I will. But only for the better.”


“No platinum medallions, no drugs, no Bentleys, no MTV Cribs looking through our refrigerator, no reality shows . . .”


“Wait,” said Birdie. “They’re already talking about a deal for a ten-episode reality show leading up to my album release date.”


Alex shook her head hard.


“Uh-uh. No way.”


“I’ll see what I can do. Anything else, your majesty?”


Alex looked up at Bird. He steeled himself.


“No groupies.”


“Mr. Washington, come inside please.”


Years before, when Bird would stand in line at Bank of America, waiting to deposit one of Alex’s freelance checks, he would always wonder why he never saw people going into the back area of the bank, marked with a sign that it was for private banking customers. Was there some kind of separate entrance? The day he got his advance, he finally found out. There was a side entrance, right from the parking lot. He’d never noticed the nondescript, unmarked door. Inside the tiny waiting area were two leather armchairs and a table in between, stacked with the day’s newspapers.


“How can I help you today, Mr. Washington?”


The chick had legs for days but no ass. Bird instantly dismissed her from the list of Women He Would Cheat on His Wife with If for Some Reason He Had to Cheat.


“I just want to see my statements for this month. For all accounts.”


The woman with the flat ass began tapping her keys.


“Including your investment accounts?”


“Everything.”


She tapped her mouse and pages began chugging out of her printer.


“Also. I have a secondary account in my wife’s name, opened it this year. A thousand dollars is transferred from my main account into her account each month.”


“There is twelve thousand dollars in that account.”


He sighed and nodded his head. Alex had not spent a single cent of Birdie’s newfound wealth. Ever since he’d signed the record deal and started getting large amounts of money wired into accounts as opposed to getting tens and twenties from a concert promoter in a back room, things had changed.


Alex did not want to spend Bird’s money. And it was perplexing. They’d gone over the budget with a financial planner, and a thousand dollars had been on the low end of what she could spend. That included getting her hair done every Friday, something she’d said for years she wanted to do. She could do a weekly manicure and pedicure for her and Tweet. There was money each month for her cell phone bill, internet access, daily Starbucks run, clothes shopping, and date night (which could be a trip to Miami if she so chose).


But she’d never spent a dime. She was still using the money she earned from writing to pay for all of the above and Bird could not understand why. When he got home from the bank, the cleaning service he’d hired was filing out of the front door of the brownstone.


“Leaving already?”


“Sir, the wife says no need. Last week, same thing.”


“Next week will be different.”


“No different. Some women with no job want to clean house with no help.”


“She does have a job. She’s a writer.”


The cleaning woman blinked. Her face was blank. Bird was glad that Alex wasn’t around to see that. Nothing put her over the edge like someone thinking she didn’t work.


Bird found her in her usual spot, at the kitchen table. He’d tricked out her home office with every modern tech trinket. And she never went in there.


“You know, Alex,” he said, leaning over to kiss his wife on the cheek. “I have to pay the cleaning service whether they actually clean or not.”


Alex didn’t look up from her laptop.


“So cancel it. I can clean my own house.”


“I know you can,” he said, a smile playing on his lips. “But the point is you don’t.”


“I’m working. Can this wait?”


Birdie nodded and walked into the hallway to several floor-to-ceiling bookcases. He grabbed a copy of Platinum off the shelf and walked back into the kitchen.


“You promised me that when you finished Cleo’s book, you would take some time off . . .” Birdie said, thumbing through the pages.


Alex finally stopped typing and looked directly at her husband.


“You told me to chill for a year,” said Alex. “And I did.”


Alex took the book from Birdie’s hand and flipped to the page where Cleo had written a message. Alex read it aloud, for what felt to Birdie liked the one-millionth time.


You should ask Ras about that baby he adopted. There’s a good story there. And if I know you the way I think you do, you won’t be able to resist finding out the truth. You can thank me later.


Alex shut the book and raised her eyebrows.


“I have to find out what Cleo was talking about,” Alex said.


“Why?” Birdie asked, shaking his head. “Why?”


“I’m a reporter,” Alex shrugged. “That’s what we do.”


“You know I’m going to Jamaica to work with Ras at his studio. I’m hoping to get a few of his tracks on the album.”


Alex jumped up from the table.


“Let me come with you!”


“For what?” Birdie asked. “We’ll be in the studio all day and night.”


“It can be a working vacation,” Alex said. “You can do your thing. I can hang out with Josephine and the baby . . .”


“And snoop around and find out who the baby’s parents are. No.”


“I won’t snoop! I’ll just come hang out. Promise.”


Birdie stared Alex down and then his face relaxed.


“Fine. Come with me.”


Alex squealed and kissed Birdie on the cheek.


“I’ll be on my best behavior.”


Birdie looked down at his cell phone and checked a text message.


“That’s Jen. She’s bringing Tweet tonight,” said Birdie.


Birdie’s first marriage had ended in an ultra-messy divorce. Five years later, he and his ex-wife were finally able to be in the same room together without turning it into Armageddon. Unfortunately, her relationship with Alex had not yet thawed. Though Alex treated Birdie’s daughter as if she were her own (something that made his heart swell with love for her), she wasn’t a big fan of Jennifer.


“You okay with keeping an eye on Tweet?” Birdie asked. “I have a show tonight.”


“Of course,” said Alex. “We’ll be fine.”


“Alex . . . about the money,” Birdie began.


“What money?”


“You haven’t spent any of the money in your budget.”


Alex ignored him.


“Where are you performing tonight?”


“I’m doing a one-off show in Stamford. Opening for Jake.”


“What are they paying you?”


“Twenty-five.”


“Nice.”


“It’s a living.”


Alex did a half nod and went back to her computer. Bird watched her long, slim fingers move across the keyboard at lightning speed. If he had never actually sat next to her and watched her write, he’d never believe she was actually typing anything.


“Need anything?” he asked.


“Cup of coffee would be great.”


Bird began to brew a pot and then searched for Alex’s favorite creamer. When he saw there was none, he ran down to the bodega to pick some up and brought it right back. When he returned, he started the ritual of making his wife’s coffee.


You couldn’t just pour the coffee in a cup and keep it moving with Alex. Birdie always felt like he worked at Starbucks when he made her complicated cup. She liked the powdered creamer mixed with a teaspoon of sugar and a splash of milk. And she liked for Birdie to fill the cup with coffee halfway, stir it, and then add the rest of the coffee.


“Here you go, babe,” said Birdie, rolling his eyes. “Exactly to your specifications.”


Alex smiled and took a sip. “It’s perfect,” she said.


Birdie sat down at the table across from her.


“I’m not trying to say you shouldn’t write, Alex,” Birdie said. “I’m just saying you can do it when you feel like it. Don’t treat it like a job.”


“But it is my job! I’m not gonna just sit home all day and spend your money.”


Bird stood up.


“Look, when you were making more than I was, is that how you thought of it? Was it your money?”


“No. But that was different. We needed that money to live. What you bring home now is bonus money.”


Bird dug into the pockets of his jeans and took out a bank envelope stuffed with new, crisp one-hundred-dollar bills.


“Spend it. Today. I don’t care on what. Buy a whole new wardrobe for Jamaica. Drop it all on one of those fancy bags you always salivate over. Start an account for yourself so you can leave me whenever you get ready. Or donate it to charity. I don’t care. But you better show me some receipts when I get back from this show.”


Bird couldn’t quite make out what was beneath the surface of his wife’s face as he pressed the envelope into her warm hand. Was it gratitude, fear, loathing, resentment? He had a sinking feeling that it was all the above.
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Ras Bennett had a foolproof formula for figuring out his life’s worth at any given moment. Every so often, he did a mental tally of the major categories in his life, from health to finances to relationships. Once, when he was twelve years old, he sat on a curb at the corner of South Orange Avenue and Twentieth Street in Newark and ticked off on his fingers what was right in his life. His asthma wasn’t too bad and he hadn’t been hospitalized for it in months. His mom had started letting him walk to the store by himself. He was going to the fireworks at Marten’s stadium the next day. And he had three dollars folded up neatly in his back pocket. Of course, everything wasn’t perfect. His father was still on a ventilator, his girlfriend of sixteen hours had just dumped him, and his brand-new bicycle had a nasty flat. Ras clearly remembered standing up, brushing the dust off the back of his pants, and walking his bike to a gas station, having decided that his life was firmly on the not-so-bad side of the scale.


Ras had noticed even way back then, long before he’d had any success, that when things were high off the charts in one category, they were usually lacking in another. Because of this, Ras never prayed for a financial windfall or six-pack abs. He craved balance over all.


On a warm and breezy night in his beloved Jamaica, over dinner with friends at Café Au Lait, Ras was having one of those rare moments when he realized that things in his life were as perfect as they could possibly be. That morning, his lawyer called to let him know that a $50,000 payment had been wired for his work with a Brazilian pop band. His daughter, Reina, was on the verge of taking her first steps, and his relationship with his wife was better than it had ever been.


“Ras? Did you hear me?’


Ras looked around the dinner table. His wife Josephine was staring at him with a smile on her face. Next to her sat Birdie and his wife Alex.


“Babe? Are you with us?” asked Josephine, leaning over and rubbing her husband’s forearm.


“Zoning out,” said Ras. He picked up his champagne glass and gestured to his guests to do the same.


“To love,” Ras said, tipping his glass toward his wife’s. Josephine smiled.


Birdie and Alex looked at each other and kissed. “To love,” they all said in unison.


Ras hadn’t been expecting Birdie to bring his wife to the island. They’d booked a few weeks of studio time, and although Alex hadn’t been in the way, he still wasn’t thrilled that she was there. A year ago, Alex had interviewed his wife for a story in Vibe about women married to rappers and producers. And Josephine had given her an earful. Worse yet, Alex had also ghostwritten a book called Platinum for Cleo, a woman who detailed her affairs with dozens of musicians, including Ras.


The publicity explosion from the book forced Ras to make a hard choice. He packed up, put the house in New Jersey on the market, and moved his wife and newborn daughter to Jamaica. It was the only way Josephine could stop being reminded about all the stories in Cleo’s book. And it was the only way Ras felt like he could actually stop messing with her.


“How’s the music coming along?” Alex asked Birdie and Ras.


Birdie shook his head.


“This is not a business dinner. No talking about work.”


“What are you working on right now, Alex?” Ras asked. “Any new books on the horizon?”


Josephine paused with a forkful of salmon halfway to her mouth. She cut her eyes toward Ras without moving her head. Birdie coughed, and Alex looked down at her plate.


“Not right now,” Alex said softly. “Maybe working on a memoir about trying to have a baby. But that’s it.”


Ras nodded. He was happy that she felt uncomfortable. He knew Josephine liked Alex. And he accepted that she was his wife’s friend and Birdie’s wife. But he still didn’t have to like the fact that she had helped his mistress attempt to destroy his life.


Josephine touched Alex’s arm and then sent a warning look to Ras.


“How do you like the hotel? The views are beautiful, right?” Josephine said.


Birdie began to speak, and Alex interrupted him.


“We might as well talk about it,” Alex said. “All of us.”


Josephine, Birdie, and Ras were all silent, each looking out at different parts of the restaurant.


“Look, I worked with Cleo on her book, and Ras has every right to hate me because of that,” said Alex, her voice high-pitched and wavering.


“It’s in the past, Alex,” said Josephine. “We’re moving on. Right, Ras?”


Ras looked at his wife. Her eyebrows were raised. He nodded and grabbed her hand.


“We’re working on it.”


Dessert and coffee were served, and the conversation turned to cheesecake and espresso and the beautiful sunset they could see from the porch of the open-air restaurant. But Ras’s mind was still on Alex. He could not shake the feeling that Alex had ulterior motives for traveling with Birdie to Jamaica. And he just didn’t like the idea of her spending too much time alone with his wife.


Ras took a deep breath and dismissed the feeling. The important thing was that he was doing the right thing now. It didn’t matter what Alex said. It didn’t matter if Cleo wrote ten more books. What mattered was that Ras had no secrets. He had been faithful to his wife for nearly a year and they were moving into a new chapter in their lives.


Ras felt his cell phone buzz in his pocket and tried desperately to ignore it. He’d promised his wife he would stop answering his phone and checking text messages during meals. The phone stopped ringing and then he heard a text message chirp. Alex and Josephine had their heads together, whispering about something. Ras took the opportunity to ease his cell phone out of his pocket and unlock it.


I like your hair like that. Did you cut it?


Ras’s hand flew up to his head and then he whipped his neck around to see who else was in the restaurant.


“What’s wrong?” Josephine asked.


Ras shook his head and kept looking around. Who would be texting him about his haircut? He looked down at the phone. The text message came from a number in Jamaica. Ras racked his brain to think of anyone in Jamaica who would text him and came up empty. It could have been a wrong number. Ras exhaled.


“I’ll be right back,” Ras said, excusing himself from the table. He walked quickly to the back of the restaurant, typing out a message on the way.
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