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DRAW ME WITH YOUR LOVE (ROXY’S SONG)


One day, you find that special one,


the sparkle in your sun,


just when you’ve given up…


And you know that finally the gods they


smile on you…yet it’s so hard to


believe it could be true…


Boy I’m your easel, draw me with your


love…the love I’ve dreamed of,


paint me with your touch…


And we know that we’ll be artistically


one…just draw me with your love…


I close my eyes and I see you…


designing on my heart . . .


The magic that you do . . .


And you washed ashore and brought me


more than I’ve ever had, never felt oh


so adored till I met you!


Boy I’m your easel, draw me with your


love…the love I’ve dreamed of,


paint me with your touch…


And we know that we’ll be artistically


one…just draw me with your love…


(Repeat chorus till fade)


Boy I’m your easel…(paint me)


draw me with your love,


the love I’ve dreamed of,


(draw me) paint me with your touch…


And we know that we’ll be artistically


one…just draw me with your love…


draw me with your love…


draw me with your love…


(till fade)




CHAPTER One



Roxy


“I want you two to leave, now!” Thomas said. He waved a revolver around in the dense air of the hotel room. “Roxy belongs to me. I paid for her services, and she is going nowhere!”


I stood, shaking in my sister’s arms as the man I thought I loved swung a gun between my sister and me.


Stephen, my sister’s friend, laughed off Thomas’ gun and attempted to take over the situation. “Why don’t you put your water gun down?” Stephen asked. “You don’t want to go there with me.”


Thomas’ eyes bore into mine, and despite my wish to leave, I felt a tug in my chest. It wasn’t his fault that he paid for a woman who didn’t know what she really wanted out of life. I thought France would awaken my artistic passion. I thought it would solidify my relationship with Thomas, but all that it had really done was allow me to see how much I had messed up my life.


Tears trickled down my face, mingling with the sweat. Stephen and Thomas were at a stalemate, each staring the other down. I sniffed and Thomas glanced my way.


He was shaking, tears dripping from his eyes. His hair was pasted to his scalp. “Don’t go, Roxy,” he said with a voice full of pain. I trembled. “I love you!” he cried out.


My sister guided me to the bed where she began to throw my clothes into a bag.


“Don’t listen to him,” Dee growled.


“Roxy.” Thomas’ voice went up an octave.


“Please,” I cried, “I want to go home, Thomas. I’m sorry.”


“After all I’ve done for you?” He pointed the gun directly toward me and suddenly the room went still, voices hushed, breaths silenced. “I gave you money,” he continued. “I gave you France. I gave you love and the chance to paint. And now you leave me?”


In that moment, before I could respond, my so-called life flashed before my eyes and for a split second, I wanted Thomas to pull that trigger. Wonderful family, all-American sister, and me, the fuck-up. Instead of trying to be as good as my sister, I rebelled against it and became someone I hated. Selling my body and my dignity and now I had a gun in my face.


My mouth began to form the words, shoot me, but instead, I spoke, “Thomas, I’m so sorry. If you love me, you’ll let me go.”


I could literally see Thomas fold upon himself as if air simply vanished from his body. He held himself up against the wall, weeping from his gut.


“Thomas,” I whispered. Dee grabbed the bag from the bed, snatched my hand and pulled me toward the opened front door.


“Get out of here,” Stephen called out. “Now.”


My heart and mind were playing tug-of-war with each other. I wanted to escape Thomas and to forget what he represented. I wanted to erase the black eye and swollen cheekbone of abuse he had given me when I begged to leave. At the same time, a part of me wanted to stay and accept the only love I had ever received.


At the threshold of the door, I looked away from Thomas and began to follow Dee out the door.


“Roxy!”


I turned and looked at Thomas. His eyes were wide and frightening. The gun rose and leveled off directly in line with my heart.


“I can’t let you live without me,” he said slowly. The gun, the animate seemed to quiver as if alive while aimed at me.


Before Stephen could pull out his own weapon, Thomas fired. A yellow gold flash erupted, and the bullet, in a slow haze, came toward me. I could hear myself scream “no,” and heard the high-pierced yell of Dee, but I was frozen in place. The bullet ripped through my tee shirt and plunged…





I screamed, springing up from my sleep. Sweat dripped from my body and my skin was boiling hot. I gulped air in like I had been in a desert for weeks without water or oxygen. I blinked for several minutes, taking in snapshots of my bedroom. I saw the NYU banner taped onto the mirror of my dresser and slowly, my breaths came to me.


I snatched my cordless phone off its base and punched in a number. It rang three times before a gruff male voice answered, “Yea?”


“Steve,” I whispered, “it’s me.”


“Roxy, what’s wrong?” Despite my sweating, I dug deep under my comforter.


“I’m sorry for calling you this early. I know you’re leaving for Cali today.”


“Don’t worry about it.” He yawned. “What’s going on?”


“I had the dream again,” I whispered, still shaking. “I got shot.”


“Oh Roxy, honey.” Steve sighed. “Did you, um, die in the dream?”


“Close.” I wiped my tears away with the sleeve of my tee shirt. “Last time, the gun went off and I woke up. This time the bullet hit me, but I woke up before it went into me.”


Silence. Heavy breathing. Sniffling.


“When is it going to end?” I cried, one hand holding the phone while the other wiped away tears, pushing my stringy hair from my face. “The dreams are just getting worse and worse. I might die in the next one.”


“Babe, you won’t die. You didn’t die. Thomas did. He shot himself.”


“I know.” I fell back onto my pillows. I coughed up a sob. “I know he’s dead. I helped kill him. It should have been me. I ruined him.”


“Stop it, Roxy! I don’t want you to say that again. Ever. You got me?”


I nodded, though I knew he couldn’t see me. “Yes, yes, I have you,” I whispered. “I’m sorry, Steve. I heap all this shit on you. It’s not fair.”


“I’m your friend. I don’t give a shit about what’s fair or not fair.”


“It’s been a few years now. I don’t think I’ll ever let it go.”


“Don’t cry, Roxy.” I could hear Steve sniffling. “You want me to come over?”


“No, but thanks. I need to get up.”


“First day at Visions?”


“Yep. Full-time, no less. I guess I really impressed Charlise during my temp gig.”


“Of course, you did. Roxy, you are a very talented woman. I know she loved you.”


“Aww, you are so sweet. Better be glad you’re already taken.” We laughed.


“Seriously, Roxy. You’re strong, and you’re going to get through this.”


I took a deep breath and let it out. I batted away tears and promised myself that no more would be shed today.


“Thank you, Steve. I can’t tell you how much it means to have you as a friend.”


“Same here. If you need me before I leave, call. And just because I’ll be three thousand miles away doesn’t mean you can’t call if you need to. Even collect.”


“Thanks, ’cause you know I’ll be broke for a while,” I said with a laugh.


“I love you, Roxy.”


“Love you, too, my friend. Wish me luck.”


“You don’t need it.”


I hung up the phone and tried to push Steve’s love and positive voice inside me for safekeeping. I always found it ironic that the only person I could trust with my past and my pains was a man. Steve just walked into my life at the right time, for me anyway. I shook my head and began to peel my comforter from me. I slipped out of the bed and planted my feet on the floor. I sighed wearily. When would I be able to have a full night of sleep without dreams of my past, dreams of gunfire, dreams of a fatal attraction that unfortunately or fortunately, ended the way it did?


Before it rang, I banged my hand atop of my radio, turning the soon-to-be-buzzing alarm clock off.


“Okay,” I whispered. I stood up and flattened my hands over my tummy and thighs. I had an hour and a half to shower and dress before I had to be in SoHo to meet with Charlise, the owner of a chic, small but quaint art gallery by the name of Visions. If anything, my new job at Visions was a positive in my life. Especially at a time when I was about to be kicked out of my NYU apartment and needed a job to pay rent and to utilize my interior design degree. Not only would I be getting paid to design the new bookstore café, but I would also be able to dream of art and painting, my secret loves.


I walked over to my dresser and pulled out panties and a bra, and then headed over to my closet to select an outfit. A Sunday paper was on the floor, glaring at me. It was open to the real estate section where I had been looking for a place to live.


“You’ll find a place to live,” I told myself, though I had been looking for three weeks and had found nothing. Now that I had a job that paid, I couldn’t find a place to sleep. Figures.





I stood at my dresser and applied my makeup and jewelry. A picture of my sister Dee and me caught my eye. We were hugging fiercely, me in my cap and gown, her in a pale pink summer dress. Even on my graduation day, she outshone me. My faint smile faltered a bit. I swallowed a few times, trying to squelch the jealousy that threatened to come up.


“Not on my first day,” I gritted out. “I love Dee. She loves me. She’s a great person, and so am I.”


Self-affirmation. Something I had to do every day to reassure myself that I was worth something. Sometimes, it didn’t work.


I riffled through my top drawer to get my silver watch and stopped. A white tee shirt. Emblazoned on the front: Viva la France! I gripped the dresser and tried not to think of him, but I failed. High school graduation, college in California. Bad things passed through my mind, leading up to Thomas Dugué—a man who would change my life in more ways than one.


He was debonair and witty and his French accent drew me in with a tenacity I hadn’t seen before then. His words lulled me in, and before I knew it, I was being asked to travel to France with him, for a fee and the opportunity to leave France whenever I wanted to. “But,” he had said, one of his sly, come-hither smiles falling upon his lips, “once you get there and feel your painting muse flow, you won’t want to leave.”


He was wrong. Steeling myself against painful memories, I grabbed my purse and headed out the door.





“Girl, you are the best decision I’ve ever made,” Charlise said as she tossed her flaxen blond hair over her shoulder. I chuckled at her use of girl, almost sounding like a sister, despite her debutante appearance. Body-wise, Charlise could have easily been a model. Tall, svelte with a walk that made her appear to glide across the floor as opposed to walking like us mere peons. One could easily tell that her passion was art and painting, as she stood before me, dressed in white overalls with splatters of colors all over her. The only thing in place was her hair, for even her face, the right cheek to be exact, held a spot of emerald-colored paint. She made the perfect image of the perfect artist.


“Thanks for the compliment,” I replied. I moved along the gleaming hardwood floor as my eyes took in the splashes of colors that adorned the bright white walls of the gallery. “I am so happy to be here,” I added. “To be around such beautiful artwork really feeds into my artistic aura.”


“Wanna see my latest piece?” Charlise asked. Beams of light bounced off of her.


I nodded anxiously, and she guided me down a hall that gave way to a newly structured escalator. We went downstairs where the café would be located. I smiled when I entered the large space, watching construction workers smooth walls in order to place oak wood paneling onto them. I had suggested to Charlise that with the brightness and colors that permeated the gallery, a more classic coloring of oak, hunter green and burgundy would go over well in the bookstore and café. The fact that she took my advice made me swell a little in pride. I swallowed and continued to follow her down another hall to a door on the left.


“This is where I do my painting,” she said before flipping on the switch. I sighed when I spotted her painting resting upon an easel in the middle of the room. She was an abstract painter, like me. It took a keen eye, and some knowledge of the artist to understand the abstract painter’s work, but I got this one, no problem. Upon the pristine white canvas laid colors of emerald, navy and a chocolate brown, strokes of colors so smooth, it was as if the grace of a swan painted the lines. I could smell the Earth resonating from her painting, her love of Earth, the emerald representing the growth of life, the navy reflecting the oceans and the brown imitating the soil, the life force that helps to make the things we need grow. I was impressed.


“Wow,” I said. I sidled up beside a grinning Charlise.


“You like?” she asked, hugging herself and rocking back and forth on her heels.


“It’s incredible, girl.”


“I’ve been on such an artistic high since I went on this cruise a couple months ago.”


“Cruise?”


We left the room and made our way into the space that would serve as the café. Kitchen materials were already set, and Charlise poured us both a steaming hot cup of coffee. Black, just like I like it.


“Yea, I went on a cruise called The Art of Life,” Charlise said. “For an entire week, we sailed the beautiful waters, ported in Cancun, although I believe their next cruise is going to the Caribbean. Got to hobnob with the hottest new artists out today, learned some new strokes, read up on new opportunities during the workshops, and even got a second to do a little painting.”


“Whoa!” I exclaimed. I sank into a thickly pillowed chair and slipped one leg up under me. “That sounds so incredible. I wish I could do something like that. I mean yea, I have my degree in interior design, but art has always been in my heart. It would probably awaken the artist in me to surround myself with other lifescapers.”


“I like that. Lifescapers.”


We both smiled for a moment before Charlise jumped into the chair beside me, as giddy as a child on Christmas. “You can go!” she squealed.


“Go where?” I chuckled as I warmed my hands on the ceramic mug. “On the cruise?” Charlise nodded enthusiastically. “I would love to go. Let me go pack my suitcase!” I noticed Charlise’s huge grin and decided I’d better hook her to reality. “Sike! Girl, I have no money, feel me?”


“Oh, come on, Roxy, I could give you a week or two’s pay upfront.”


I shook my head so hard, it damn near fell off my shoulders, my streaked hair flipping back and forth across my lips. “Unh-unh, I’ll need that to get me a new sleeping pad. I’m trying to prove to Deandra, that’s my sister, that I am a responsible person. I’ve been doing well so far this past year. Blowing two weeks’ pay on a trip would be above and beyond irresponsible.”


“Surely your sister knows how important art is to you?” Charlise questioned. “This is a once-in-a-lifetime cruise.”


I blinked a few times, understanding what Charlise was saying, and wanting to tell her that she didn’t know the entire story, but I bit my lip. Deandra had very valid reasons for not believing or trusting anything I did or said.


“The next cruise is in a week,” Charlise added, perking my attention back up to her. “I know it’s late, but if you could get the money, I could probably sweet-talk someone into getting you aboard. They do the cruises four times a year, but this would be the perfect time for you to go.”


“She’s not going to give me the money.” I shook my head and took a sip of coffee. Charlise completely ignored me.


“It could refresh your whole outlook and rejuvenate and escalate your appreciation for the arts.”


By now, I was moaning. I really wanted to go on this cruise. It felt like something I had to do, but I had no way of paying for it myself, and knew of no one who would be even willing to unload that kind of cash for me at a moment’s notice. Except, well, hmm, not even she would do that, I didn’t think. Besides, Deandra had given me an iBook for my graduation gift just a week earlier, so I knew giving me money, when her wedding was at the end of the year, would be a big no. Then again, I wouldn’t know for sure unless I asked.





“Hold up, sis! I have to get something to clean my ears out because I know you are not asking me for that kind of money!”


Oddly enough, I was hurt by Deandra’s outburst. I mean, hell, I would have been like what the hell, too, but I had barely gotten the question out. First, I wanted to tell Deandra about my great job, and then reintroduce her to my love of painting before I mentioned the cruise. By the time I finally got to it, she had put two and two together.


“Sis,” I said, half-whining, half-crying, “you know I wouldn’t even ask you this unless it was an emergency.”


“A cruise?” Deandra asked blandly. “A cruise is an emergency? If that’s the case, sign my butt up for one also because I’ve been working sixtyhour weeks for the Orioles lately and could use a vacation. Excuse me, an emergency.”


I kicked off my shoes, padding along my apartment, pacing actually, praying and hoping that I could find the right words to sway Deandra over to my side of the fence. “I’m sorry, Deandra,” I said, in a clipped, professional tone. “It was rude of me to call and ask you for money. All you or Mom and Dad have asked of me is that I try to put my life back together, to leave the past in the past and move on. I think so far I’ve done a good job of that.”


“You have,” Deandra said. The high-pitched shrill became a soft, mellow yell. “We are all so proud of you, sistergirl! Couldn’t you tell at graduation?”


I smiled at the memory, thinking back to how gleeful everyone was to see me walk across the stage in my cap and gown. They all laughed when I snatched up my degree and did a little happy dance. That day was a good day, most definitely, despite my feeling second best at my own graduation.


“I saw how happy you guys were,” I admitted. “Made me happy to know I could put smiles on your faces. It meant a lot to me.”


We both sat in silence until I spoke again. “My boss offered to pay me two weeks upfront, so that I could go on the trip.” Even through the phone, I could feel Deandra’s eyes widen as she sucked her teeth. “I didn’t take her up on her offer,” I added, smirking because I knew Deandra would be blushing with embarrassment right now.


“Deandra?”


“Yea, babe?”


“For real, I do want to go on this trip. Don’t ask me why because I just found out today, but it’s like, I love painting, I love art, and something inside of me is saying, ‘Go on this trip, Roxy!’ I think I could find myself there, reconnect myself with things I threw away, trying to forget them.” If anything would get Deandra, it would be the truth. More than anything, I knew I had to be on that cruise come next week. Like it was destiny, something I never listened to in the past, but was trying to befriend as I grew up.


“You really want to go that bad?” Deandra asked. Her voice had softened considerably.


I sighed, answering, “I know, under the circumstances, I don’t deserve shit, but yes, I really do want to go that bad—bad enough to take a loan from you if you have the extra cash. Once I move out of my apartment and get into a new place, I will hook you back up with all your money, sis. I promise.”


“I don’t want to regret this later,” Deandra said, almost in whimper tones.


“Deandra, you won’t,” I said, practically skipping around my tiny apartment. “Will Stephen get mad that you gave me the money?”


“Hell no.” She laughed at me. “I have my own individual account with a little sumptin’ sumptin’ in there. He doesn’t even bother to ask about it.”


“Thank you so much, Dee Dee,” I said. I wanted to cry at the Hallmark moment we were having. “Um,” I added sheepishly, “can you wire the money to me? Like today?”


“Damn it!” Deandra joked. “You beg for almost an hour and now you’re being Miss Dictator. Fine, I’ll have it wired to you within the hour.”


“Oh, my God!” I squealed into the phone, running and sliding along the floors of my apartment. “I think this experience will change my life, girl! Call me crazy…”


“And you know I already think you don’ lost it!”


“Hush. For real, Deandra, this means a lot to me. I’m going to come back from this trip a whole new woman. Just you wait and see!”




CHAPTER Two



ANTOINE


The tiny outdoor café in Manhattan was crowded, everyone obviously getting his or her eats on before finishing out another busy workday in the Big Apple. I felt jumpy as I looked down again at the gold quartz watch that my parents had given me for my twenty-fifth birthday two months prior. Let’s face it. I was just a jumpy somebody, period–at least that is what Nicky always said. Nicky is my twin of hearts, and the love of my life. No, she isn’t my lady; she is more than that. She is my kindred spirit. We had been the best of friends since pre-school. She is also a lesbian. I had to smile when I thought about her and some of the ‘let’s discuss this thing called life’ convos we’d had zillions, and I say, zillions of times.


The sound of someone clearing their throat jarred me from warm thoughts of my Nicky. Lynn Johnson. I had been waiting for this moment for Lord knows how long. I stood up and smiled warmly as he extended his hand.


“Antoine, how are you?” he asked, giving me a firm, warm grip.


“I’m good!” I exclaimed. “I’ve really, really been looking forward to this meeting, Mr. Johnson…”


“Call me Lynn,” he cut in.


“Okay, Lynn it is.”


As we sat down at our table, I gestured to the waitress for service. She came over instantly with a warm smile. Lynn ordered rum on the rocks, and me, a cranberry juice. I had never been a drinker, never really understanding what the hoopla was about. I had never been able to savor the bitter flavor of beer nor liquor. We sat in comfortable silence for a moment after the waitress took our order, and then I figured it was time to get down to business.


“I was hyped after our phone call last week when you told me how much you all liked my art line. This is something I’ve been working on for a long time,” I said.


Lynn ran his hand through his short blond locks, which were receding slightly from his forehead. I took him to be maybe in his mid-to-late thirties, but then it was always hard to tell with fair, Caucasian people, who tended to age a bit quicker than darker- hued whites, and especially quicker than people of color. “You do good work, Antoine. You’re an extremely talented young artist, and you’re going to go far in this industry.”


“Thanks a lot,” I said, flattered by his praise. I pulled out the leather folder I had brought along with my contracts for Lincoln Galleries on hand. “I brought the contract and some other papers that I thought you might want. Now I can guarantee you the originality of each and every piece of work I do for you. Each piece will be painstakingly done to perfection. I don’t sleep. I paint while normal folks sleep.” I chuckled. Just then our waitress showed up with our drinks. I watched the odd look on Lynn’s face as he thanked the waitress, and then looked down at his rum and coke as if there were a piece of lint on his glass.


“Antoine…I don’t know how to tell you this, but there’s been a change in what we originally had planned.”


“Okay, what kind of change?” I queried.


Lynn cleared his throat, took a sip of his drink and looked up at me, not quite meeting my eyes. I started to get a not-too-good feeling about this meeting, which was a complete turn from how I was feeling when I woke up to the morning sun hidden behind the New York smog.


“It’s not your paintings. It’s nothing to do with you actually. But the owners of Lincoln want to make some cutbacks, so a couple of days ago they informed me and our other buyer to put all of our up-and-coming deals and contracts on hold for a few months.”


“A few…? Wait, wait,” I put my hand up, breathing deeply. This could not be happening! “We had a deal; I mean this is not a sudden thing, Lynn. I showed you my work months ago. I presented the idea of a Cherokee line to you back in February, and you said that Lincoln needed and wanted something fresh. Well this is as fresh as you get, man!”


Lynn took another slow gulp of his rum, while I felt a burning in the pit of my stomach that was getting hotter and hotter, waiting for him to say something, anything to help me understand what the hell was going on.


“Antoine, you are not new at this game. Shit happens, especially in our line of work and you know it. All of us are struggling. It’s the art world, and it’s our karma, you know?”


I felt my face getting hot. “Man, I don’t wanna hear that bull. Look! Why did you even show up for this meeting, if this is what you were planning on telling me?” I felt totally frustrated. “We talked just two days ago. You could’ve told me then, so what was the point of all this?”


“Because I wanted to do this the right way. I know that it has been almost a done deal, and I know how you must feel.”


I laughed sarcastically, bitterly. “No, you have no idea how I feel, believe that.”


Lynn looked down at his watch and sighed, standing up suddenly. “I’m really sorry. Like I said, I’m not saying no. We still want to work with you, and we are still interested in your art line. Just not right now, okay? I’ll be in touch in a few months.”


Lynn extended his hand, which I took grudgingly. I didn’t want to seem unprofessional. The art world was a small and exclusive one. And as pissed off as I was at Lynn Johnson, and the cracker-shit Lincoln galleries he was buyer for, I couldn’t afford bad press to go around about me. Not a struggling Manhattan artist like myself.


I laughed bitterly to myself after Lynn had departed, and left a crisp ten-dollar bill on the table. “Mofo didn’t even pay for his own drink!”


My day was done. I had no intentions of going back to work on the painting that sat quietly in my studio awaiting my touch. I had pre-named it, A chief and his princess, and right now, as far as I was concerned, the chief and his princess could kiss my…well, you get the picture. I felt like burning the whole collection of Cherokee art, the collection that was supposed to get me what I had been dreaming of. A bigger studio, the relaxed feeling of being able to breathe a little easier financially speaking, and also the confidence of finally being able to say I had reached a goal.


I walked into my small Manhattan apartment, which actually was a small two-room dump over top of my studio that the artist in me was able to decorate until it was livable and cozy. I didn’t need much. I had always been happy with just a small space and an easel, brush set, paints and chalk. That alone made me a happy man. I immediately stripped out of my shirt. It was a hot day, and an inner burn was making me feel even hotter. I looked at my reflection in the huge mirror over my pullout sofa, which I had left pulled out and unmade from the morning.


I loosened the rubber band from the back of my hair. Soft, baby-fine black tresses fell to my shoulders, with only a hint of curl. The hair had been a gift from my full-blooded Cherokee mother, along with the strong, sharp nose, and deep black soulful eyes, reminiscent of ancient Cherokee warriors of long ago my mother would always say. My dark chocolate complexion spoke another heritage though, as did the full lips, black man lips, my daddy’s lips. Rev. Charles John Billups, longtime pastor of Mount Phillips Baptist Temple in Queens, New York.


I’d grown up an only child, but with strong deep love, commitment and family values. My parents had never really gotten any stink about their biracial union, being that my quiet neighborhood in Queens was quite mixed in itself, so along with that they produced me, Antoine De’Ron Billups, the one and only spoiled rotten kid of their dreams. My mother had always said that I came out painting, an artist for life.


I studied art at the Manhattan School of the Arts. After I graduated, I got a small loan for my studio, and have been able to support myself with my paintings. That is something a lot of artists are not able to do, so I’m lucky, I guess. It’s a cold, cruel world out there, especially when one does not have a conventional job or career.


I sighed. Now this rotten kid artist felt like crap. It wasn’t so much that I’d lost the deal…okay, I admit, it was. But it was also that I had told so many people about it. Had already spent the damn money, which was a lesson in itself. NEVER spend money you ain’t got yet! Nicky had warned me again and again about setting myself up for stuff, then not being able to stomach the fall. And now here I was again, looking like a fool, and no way was I gonna be able to face any of those people I had ran my mouth off to. It was not that I was conceited about my work. I was simply convinced. And I must admit, having Lynn Johnson tell me that Lincoln loved my painting and wanted me to do an entire line was a booster for sure.


The ringing of the phone woke me from my thoughts.


“Hello?”


“Well?”


“Well what?”


“Antoine, sweetie, baby, BooBoo, you know what I wanna know. How did it go?”


It was Nicky.


Nicky had planned on running a small café beside my new studio. We had already scoped out the spot together so I knew my news would disappoint her.


She was a caterer and pastry chef. The sistah could gourmet cook and bake her sweet ass off. And we had sat up together many a night, and fallen asleep on my sofa bed, as we did on most occasions, discussing how we were going to work out our dreams for both of us.


“Antoine?”


“It didn’t.”


“What didn’t? Didn’t you tell me that you had the meeting with the buyer today?”


“Nicky, he said that Lincoln changed its mind about the deal. Maybe in a few months, he said, but as for right now, no, they aren’t buying.” I breathed deeply, sensing Nicky’s instant disappointment. “I’m sorry. You know I wanted this for you as well as for me.”


“No, suga, this wasn’t about me. Don’t worry, I’ll get my café, bakery, pastry shop or whateva you wanna call it, but I know how much this meant to you. And I can tell how upset you are.”


“Nicky, I’m just tired of trying. You know? Don’t get me wrong. I have no intentions of giving up. No good artist ever gives up over a setback. But I need a vacation, I’m tired and I was thinking about just…I don’t know, going somewhere.”


“I think that’s a marvelous idea,” she said brightly. “What about that cruise I mentioned to you a while back? The one for artsy people like you? Remember I told you about that? The Art of Life cruise, I believe it’s called.”


“The Caribbean? Come on, I’m crying about not having any loot now and you’re talking about me spending more. How much is this cruise?”


“Baby, baby, boy, I got it all right here; all the numbas and figures, and the travel agent who could hook you up, too.” Nicky giggled sweetly. “I done told you, I lubzz ya, honey, and I watch out for my baby. See, if I didn’t prefer Vanessa over Denzel, I would’ve been jumped your cute, Indian bones!”


I laughed heartily at that one, blushing slightly. “You’re a nut!”


“No, I’m a squirrel,” she purred. I could almost feel her winking over the phone.


“No, you’re a trip!”


“Nope, what am I?


I laughed again, shaking my head.


“ANTOINEEEEEEE…”


“All right, all right. You’re a vacation!”


“Sho ya right, and I’m on my way ova. Get your credit card out and pull out your suitcases. Your boat is waiting for you, Captain. Buh bye.”


I hung up the phone, trippin’ as I heard the theme song to Titanic buzzing around in my head. I said aloud to myself with a laugh, “I just hope my boat has a much safer sail.”


I have to admit I was excited. My cruise was a Holland America theme cruise nicknamed: The Art of Life. Six days and five nights of pure excitement at a bargain price. When Nicky says she’s gonna hook a brotha up, she ain’t kidding! I felt totally relaxed as I got off of my flight in Fort Lauderdale. This was one of the first spring cruises leaving from the Florida docks, and I was really lucky to have gotten a ticket.


I had packed a little heavier than normal. Really, my preference in clothing stayed at jeans and tee shirts, but I didn’t know what kind of people would be on this cruise, and I didn’t want to appear too out there. I had a small, private room, second- class and not overly ritzy, but good enough. Anything was better than sharing. Being an only child, I had never been used to having to share anything, let alone my space.


I moaned as the hot water washed over me in my shower, thinking about how good it felt. I’d have to thank Nicky and do something really nice for her when I got back to Manhattan. She always had all the answers. That’s not to say that a week away was always needed. But it sure as hell made everything, every problem and worry momentarily fade. I dressed carefully for dinner. I donned a dark green pair of slacks and a beige silk shirt. Instead of pulling my hair back in my traditional ponytail, I decided to let it hang and be a black Fabio for the night. I brushed it until it gleamed and shined like black velvet. My mother had never cut the length of my hair when I was growing up, except for an occasional trim. I did cut it once when I was in art school, at the request of an old girlfriend who was into the fade thing. My mother was so horrified when she saw it and me that I never tried that again. I had always embraced both my heritages, never feeling that I had to choose one over the other. I was simply me, and that was good enough.


I stood for a moment at the dining room door entrance, feeling suddenly a bit awkward. Going solo had never really bothered me, but for some reason, as I looked around at the couples and groups smiling and laughing in front of me in the dining hall, I felt like the teenage boy I had been back in high school who didn’t have a date for the dance. Oh, I had definitely gotten better in the looks department since then. I kept in tiptop shape body-wise; working out a couple of times a week if I could swing it. I had also lost the braces and replaced the thick-rimmed glasses with contacts. But I still felt somewhat the geek at times. I finally made my way slowly into the room, exhaling and trying to get up the nerve to actually do something with myself. I saw an attendant walking toward me and was just about to ask her where I could sit, or rather if there were assigned seating. Shoot, I didn’t know anything about cruises, or how things went. I waited patiently as she made her rounds, knowing she would soon get to me.


“Lawd! I tell you I haven’t seen so much white since Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs hit the theater.” I looked around to see who was talking to me, when suddenly I heard… “We must be the only black folk up in here, dang!”


I found my eyes glued to a golden goddess with big huge almond-shaped eyes and shoulder-length light brown hair with golden highlights. She had tiny kiss-me lips, the bottom lip protruding in a cute pout. I was gawking like a thirteen-year-old, unable to close my mouth.


“Well?” she said, fanning a hand over my face as if to wake me from my daze. “Are we going to have dinner together or not?”




CHAPTER Three



Roxy


The more I fanned his face, the more he gawked at me. I wanted to laugh but I was too hungry to muster up the strength, so instead I gripped my newfound friend’s hand and guided him into the dining room. I nodded and smiled, and secretly fawned over some of the most prolific retro artists in the industry. Already, I felt my engine running over with excitement at the opportunity before me.


Right now, however, I was more excited about the food that would soon be before me. “Ooh,” I cooed, eyeing a long table full to the edges with mouth-watering treats. The table was laden with various seafood, salads, vegetables, breads, pasta, sweets, just about anything you could conjure up. And in my big eyes, that entire table was mine. “Come on,” I said, continuing to drag an extra body behind me. Finally making my way into the line, I stopped, smiling and satisfied.


“So,” I said, whipping around to come face-to-face with my extra weight, “my name is Roxy Winters, and you are?”


I watched the guy, about my age, trying to get his bearings. I was tickled. He was attracted to me. Unlike most men I have been in contact with, they knew whatever they said was golden, so they never had to act shy or care about being turned down. When you turn tricks, you do all kinds of ’em. When the line moved, I moved, but my focus never left the stranger’s face, noticing his coal black eyes widen, his pupils dilate. He ran a hand through his silky black hair. My sight followed his hand, watching his fingers get lost in the silky cover of hair that lay upon and down the shoulders of this man. He was definitely different, I thought to myself, totally not the type who would go cruising one night to find a trick to entertain. This guy looked like he was in the right environment, an art cruise that is, but he looked almost wholesome. Well, maybe wholesome wasn’t the right word for a guy as cute and fine as he was, but compared to me, um…


After much time and preparation, he finally answered my question. “I’m Antoine Billups.” He raised his hand for me to take, and I did, pulling him along the line.


“Well, Mister Billups,.” I said with a smile, slipping my arm around his. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”


Antoine found his voice, and replied, “Same here.” He bit his lip nervously. “I was hoping I wouldn’t have to eat alone.”


“Well, now you don’t. I’m here!” I announced with glee.


“True.”


He looked pleased. I gave his arm a friendly squeeze and said, “Let’s get some grub and find us a table before they think we’re the hired help and make us start bussing tables.”


In the mere second it took me to reach for a plate, I had sized up Antoine Billups, from head to toe, to boxers or briefs, to left or right side of the bed, to doing it on top or on the bottom. It was a wretched gift I learned from back in the day, something that popped up when it felt the need, and looking at Antoine, it felt the need.


I guess my enthusiasm got the best of Antoine because he began piling up his plate, matching me spoon for spoon with crab imperial, pasta salad, and homemade rolls. By the time we scurried off to a table and sat down, we were both laughing, trying to figure out who had the largest plate. I did.


“Wow,” he said, “are you going to eat all that? I mean, you’re a little thing.”


“Hey, good things come in small packages, and this here package,” I said, pointing at my stomach, “is about to be very happy and stuffed.” I watched Antoine stare at me in disbelief, but to prove my point, I snatched up a jumbo shrimp from my plate and dipped it into sauce before devouring it, sighing. “Mmm,” I moaned, my eyes fluttering closed, “so good.” When my eyes opened back up, Antoine was staring at me with his black eyes, and I blushed, even though it wasn’t of my nature to do so. Playfully, I looked toward his plate and smirked, “What, no shrimp?” Picking one up from my plate and dipping it, I hoisted the shrimp to Antoine’s lips. “Taste it,” I said in a hushed voice, “I swear it’s almost like an orgasm in your mouth.”


Antoine choked on nothing. His eyes widened, his mouth gaped open, and his skin reddened. Sometimes I couldn’t trust the things that came from my mouth. This was no exception. I chuckled, shrimp still in air. “Taste it,” I repeated. Antoine glanced at me; eyebrow cocked as he leaned toward me, across the small table and opened his mouth to take the shrimp. I could see the smile forming before he finished chewing.


“See.” I laughed. “That’s the face of pure pleasure.” Before he could respond, I winked at him, adding, “So tell me about you, Antoine. Where ya from, where ya work, any and everything.”


Antoine grinned. “You are a very…vocal person.”


“Hush and just answer my questions.” With my mouth happily chewing, I listened intently to Antoine speak.


“Nothing much to say,” he began. “I’m an artist from New York.”


New York, hmmm. And as cute as he was? Probably had a million women jockeying for his attention.


“Get out!” I said. “I’m from New York, too. Well, Baltimore, but I live in New York now.”


“Small world.”


“Very.” I dipped into my pasta salad as Antoine added, “My mom and dad are still in New York, and my dad is a minister.”


“Preacher?” I swallowed the salad. “So, you’re really religious, huh?” No Antoine for me, I thought, but I kicked myself for the thought.


Antoine chuckled, his full mouth showing a glistening set of teeth.


“Yes, and no,” he replied. “I don’t let it consume me, you know?”


I nodded, drinking from my wine glass. Talking to Antoine, I felt this oddness surround me. Since Thomas’ death, this feeling of hatred rose from me, causing me to keep men at a distance, not even achieving a normal dialogue with one, unless it was school- or work-related. Yet here I was, ears opened, talking to Antoine.


By the time our plates were clean, I knew just about everything about Antoine–from his Baptist upbringing to his strict yet loving father who was a Baptist minister to his Cherokee Indian mother, who bestowed him with the hair and eyes and lashes and the smile, which right now was gleaming directly at me. All he knew about me? My name and that I was at NYU and about to work at a hip art gallery. After hearing about his father and his Baptist upbringing, the last thing I wanted to say was, “Oh, funny you should be a Christian, because I had men screaming the Lord’s name in vain every chance I got! So I guess we have something in common, huh?”


We sat for a moment, sipping our drinks, me a white wine, and Antoine a mineral water. Our quiet time was interrupted by a lovely statuesque sistah who approached the table. “Hi,” she said, smiling as she motioned her long, thin braids over her shoulder. “I was going to come over here earlier to introduce myself, but you two appeared to be having too much fun.” I gave Antoine a sheepish grin. “There aren’t too many of us here, and I wanted to give you all a holler before I retired for the evening. My name is Dyeese Tolom.”


My eyes instantly popped open and I raised my hand to shake hers. “Wow,” I gushed, “your piece, Travesty in Black is so unbelievably dope.” Dyeese smiled. “Oh, this is my friend, Antoine Billups,” I added, watching the two shake hands. Antoine gave me a smile and an odd look, but my attention was given back to Dyeese.


I felt my heart pumping quickly being in Dyeese’s presence. I had seen her work in a small gallery in Baltimore before leaving for New York, and fell in love with it. With her right here before me, I saw the opportunity to talk her brains out. “Umm, are you really tired?” I asked Dyeese, giving Antoine the eye as he chuckled.


“Not really,” Dyeese answered. “I’ll probably walk the deck and mill around until I get sleepy.”


“Would you like some company?”


“Would love it.” That’s all I needed to hear. I jumped up from my seat, drinking the last of my wine before turning to Antoine.


“Thanks for allowing me to drag you to dinner. Question, do you work out?”


He nodded in the affirmative. “A couple of times a week, at least I try to.”


“Good! I heard the ship has a nice gym on the lower level, and I can’t go a day without working out. Meet me there in the morning, seven sharp, and we can work out and eat breakfast together.”


I laughed outwardly and loudly as Antoine slipped a no she ain’t dictating to me look on his face. “I’ll see you tomorrow morning, Mister Billups,” I added with a touch more saccharine before winking and walking away with Dyeese.





The gym was tight with a capital “Damn.” The steel of the machines glistened from being buffed and polished to a high gloss. At such an early hour, I was one of four people to venture into the gym. No sign of Antoine. I briefly wondered if I had been too forward with him the night before. Not everybody found my boisterous attitude as refreshing as I did, and he looked the type to be taken aback by my panache. I slipped my gym bag and windbreaker into one of the coin-operated lockers that lined the wall, and walked toward the track, which enveloped the machines. I began warming up by doing some bends and lunges.


I spotted the upside down Antoine walking in just as I parted my legs and bent down deep in the waist. He was looking at me…okay, well not at me, but my ass, so technically, it was me. Admittedly, I was checking him out also. He was wearing black shorts and a black sleeveless tank. He wasn’t bulky in his muscularity. His dark brown body was well-toned, lithe, almost one of a dancer. His hair was tied back with a rubber band, but I could tell that his body also inherited the same black shiny hair, as sprinkles of hair came from his partially exposed chest, and his legs and arms had the dusting of similar hair. He really was a treat to look at, and for an ol’ girl who hadn’t looked at the opposite sex in a while, I had second thoughts about asking him to join me this morning, or being in this provocative position. I quickly stood straight.


“Good morning,” I chirped, bouncing over to him and giving him a quick hug as if we had been friends forever. Funny, it did seem like forever…had I slept a lifetime away and didn’t know it?


“Good morning,” he replied back, just as enthusiastically. Plopping his gym bag down beside the lockers, he asked, “So what do you want to do first?”
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