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Dear Reader:

In the literary world, we sometimes discover titles that are focused on those considered “middle aged.” Now we have The New Middle, Bonita Thompson’s debut novel with a cast of characters surely to please readers of all ages.

From the single parent, Joseph, a widower who has taken a hiatus from the dating world and whose son keeps him on his toes to Phoebe, who is reinventing herself after reaching midlife and childless to Dianne and Torrick, a couple who are playing out their marriage roles to Jacqueline, a single woman who makes the ultimate decision that changes her life, this journey reveals the lifestyles of those in between the aging spectrum.

This fascinating tale explores multiple topics including matrimony, relationships, loneliness and middle life crisis, complete with the ups and downs. She pokes humor at the old school technology such as Walkmans and answering machines and deals with aging realities of reading glasses and graying hair. There’s even a middle-aged booty call.

As always, thanks for supporting myself and the Strebor Books family. We strive to bring you the most cutting-edge, out-of-the-box material on the market. You can find me on Facebook @AuthorZane or you can email me at zane@eroticanoir.com

Blessings,
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Having heroines and a hero is a blessing to a novelist, and the publishing of The New Middle was potentially doomed without them. When I penned Middle in 2012, it never, ever entered my mind that one year later the manuscript would reach Zane’s inbox. I am indebted to Charmaine Parker and Zane for their choosing to greenlight a story about five baby boomers. Before pitching Middle to Strebor, it landed on the desks of skeptics, and most of whom were over the age of forty. I was struck by a repetitive theme—that a fictional narrative strictly about “middle-aged characters” was not “sexy” or “marketable.” I am notorious for inventing new words, but have been unable to come up with one for Maurier. So let’s just say serious gratitude goes to this selfless human being for taking on the assignment as first reader, and offering brutally honest feedback.



CHAPTER 1

It took a lot of soul-searching for Venetia to finally choose to make the call. She’d done enough internal inventory over the years to know when she wasn’t in the right place to go this completely alone. While praying was at the top of her must-do when she was off balance, her go-to-God moments generally required patience in order to receive divine guidance. Venetia had none at the moment. And that still, small voice she was supposed to rely on hadn’t kicked in. She ran two miles along the lake thinking that would do the trick. All she got out of that was a good workout. Was it possible to still have the same feelings, the same thinking, after running two miles? She understood from her work as a life coach that feelings weren’t static, but adjusted to incessant changing circumstances. So why didn’t she feel differently? Why was her mind still on the same thought? After all, subsequent to running, she’d stopped to chat with a neighbor walking her dog. They’d disgusted the hostile tone of the presidential election, the prolonged dry spell, and a Housewives franchise. Afterward, Venetia had showered, paid a few bills online, and made several business calls.

She never felt this stuck.

What she needed was some one-on-one. Something touchy-feely; not an elusive message swirling around the ether. Okay, so she preferred secular instead of spiritual communication. There was go-to-God and there was go-to-Phoebe. Her godmother, as the pathetic, overused cliché went, had been there and done that. Venetia’s thoughts stopped in midair when she heard the buzzing coming from the direction of her mobile device. She reached for the smartphone set beside her cup of barely touched tea and glanced fleetingly at the familiar number. She replaced the cell on the table.

Venetia spotted Phoebe entering the bright and open space of the downtown mall. The stores weren’t open for business yet and Venetia loved it when it was quiet. Save for a few people who probably worked in the mall, sitting at tables and benches, here, there—the place was empty. Those sitting in the mall were alone, their eyes fixed to an electronic device they held in their hand. Occasionally, they reached blindly for a ubiquitous cup containing something caffeinated.

Venetia, half standing, waved to Phoebe. Clad in a sporty suit that had the Loft brand look, Phoebe hurried toward her godchild. With a judgmental eye, but without looking too long, Venetia admired the heather-gray pinstripe suit; it was acceptably stylish. But it gave her a bit more insight as to how rough her godmother was having it. Venetia felt a startling sorrow in her throat at the very thought Phoebe had lost so much, and it appeared from nowhere. Nothing about life ever happened suddenly, though.

Phoebe greeted Venetia, “I just have a few to kill.”

“Oh, that temp gig, huh?”

“Yeah.”

“Not enough time for a tea?”

“Sorry.” She sat in the accompanying stool. “So why did you want me to meet you here?” Casually, Phoebe looked up to the skylight. Effervescent sunbeams escaped from the glass ceiling, circulating generously inside the opulent mall.

“Barry’s cheating on me.”

Her eyes wide, Phoebe swallowed hard and suppressed the words at the tip of her tongue. She said instead, “I thought he was in Libya. How did you find out?”

“Well,” Venetia began in an insecure voice. “I didn’t find out that he was cheating…exactly. I know something’s off. Something’s not right. He’s…different.” She reached for her tea and sipped through the small hole, leaving a lipstick stain on the plastic lid.

Phoebe sighed. Of course she remembered what it was like to be a newbie in the third decade of her life. In the thirties—oh, yes, we were smarter than the twenties, with a sliver of self-assuredness that was impossible to have before our twenty-first birthday. Moreover, we were insightful, while not necessarily psychologically mature to take full advantage of the awareness the years leading up to forties produced. Women in their forties had some distance; enough to be conscious of the wisdom and know how to use it to their benefit. A lot of seemingly unfair experiences in the thirties began to make sense in the fourth decade. Yet the fifties? We found a way, oftentimes unconsciously, to prioritize and minimize. But even with all the knowledge and wisdom leading into the fifth decade, we managed to cling deeply to embedded wounds and private pain. Phoebe reached across the small table and squeezed Venetia’s hand.

“I have to go. I’ll be late.”

“I’m in the middle of a crisis.”

Phoebe came to her feet. She wrapped an elegant warm-weather scarf loosely around her neck. “Do you really need me to tell you what you should do? Come on, Venetia. If he’s cheating…”

“B-b-b-but…”

“Your mother couldn’t possibly give birth to a fool!” Phoebe pressed her cheek against Venetia’s. “If you still have doubts when I get home, let’s talk. Thoughts generally change during the course of a day. We can open one of those expensive bottles of wine you have in your…that’s one hell of a wine collection you have…and we can talk all night. But I have to go.”

Phoebe had turned to leave when Venetia called out, “Good luck! And, Phoebe?”

Phoebe looked over her shoulder.

“You’re right about my wine collection.” Venetia grinned. Oddly, she even felt—not so much better; she felt lighter.

“Love you!”

•  •  •

With wide aqua-blue eyes, the concierge looked up at Phoebe. She stood on the other side of the all-glass desk and the concierge knew she looked familiar, but she wasn’t exactly sure why she recognized Phoebe’s face. A courteous smile touched her lips in the way she had become accustomed to by being the first impression of Media Capital. With a trendy bob haircut, colored in a quiet blonde so not to overstate her pseudo-blondeness, she was Madison Avenue attractive. Cute blouse. The style typically found on racks at Forever 21 and H&M—the youthful clothing stores of her generation with affordable short-lived trends. Delicate eye shadow, a popular shade at the moment, added a quiet maturity to her youthful face. Her glossy-sparkly lipstick was subtle and made her lips look fuller. Phoebe wasn’t keen on shiny lipstick. She didn’t want to look as though she’d forgotten to wipe her mouth after finishing off a few Buffalo wings, or lobster.

“Good morning,” the concierge greeted Phoebe. She lifted her forefinger, the short, manicured nail polished indigo blue. “Excuse me.” She pressed a button and adjusted her earpiece. “Good morning, Media Capital. How may I direct your call? He’s not in the office yet.” Smoothly, familiarly, the concierge touched the screen of an electronic tablet with her forefinger. Concentrating with an acute attentiveness unusual for someone her age, her eyes scanned the details. It took a matter of seconds for her to resume: “He’s expected in about nine.” She listened professionally. “I’ll put you through to his voicemail. Have a good day, Ms. Kendricks. Thank you.” The concierge pressed a button on the multiple-lined phone that Phoebe could scarcely make out through the thick-plated glass. “Sorry. Can I help you?” The concierge talked very fast—no pauses, not even to take a breath.

“Phoebe Pleas. I’m from the Next Generation. My contact is Gloria…”

“Oh right. Yes, correct.” She pushed a few buttons and said into her mouthpiece, “A temp associate from Next Generation is in reception.” She listened briefly. “Take a seat. Gloria will be right with you. Coffee?”

“No, thank you,” said Phoebe.

Sitting in one of the plush chairs, Phoebe stole glances at the concierge. Had Phoebe been so poised, so mature, and exuding pseudo confidence in her early twenties? Would this young woman be wiser and smarter and savvier than she’d been in her youth? Had all of Phoebe’s choices been so careless that each one led her to a seat and waiting for someone named Gloria about a temp job—at fifty-two? Was the twenty-something born at the right time, in the right atmosphere—when women really did excel in ways her generation hadn’t been able to do? Women were not yet where they should be, even in the concierge’s time. After all, Americans were more accepting of a black man as president than they were a white woman. Helen Gurley Brown, God rest her soul, would gasp at Phoebe’s thoughts. Well, Phoebe was never the feminist type. Before Sex and the City, there was Helen Gurley Brown’s Sex and the Single Girl. Could the concierge honor a pioneer whom she might or might not have heard of who contributed to American culture to a degree it paved the way for the concierge’s independence, her myriad of options? Moreover, the very style this young woman was wearing, Ms. Brown wore the same trends in the previous century. Brown, a ’60s diva, had a fingerprint on the purported sexual revolution—contraception, premarital sex, abortion, homosexuality, feminism—which transformed a generation.

A lean, attractive woman stood in front of Phoebe, interrupting her mental chatter.

Phoebe stood. “Good morning!”

“Gloria. And I’m so glad you could make it on such short notice. Come, let’s go to my office.”

Gloria’s office was small, but there was a snapshot view of the downtown skyline; personal touches—fresh flowers in a tasteful vase, and framed photographs of family and/or friends. Two business-styled, heather-brown chairs overcrowded the space, and a flat-screen TV, muted, was tuned to the Bloomberg channel.

“So, Phoebe, did you have trouble finding parking?”

“No.”

“Public transportation?”

“Right.”

“So you won’t need a keycard for parking?”

“I think I’ll be using the Rail.”

“So!” Gloria exhaled. “Let’s see…” She sought out specifics on Phoebe’s résumé. “Well,” she said with an elevated brow. “You’ve lived in Paris, Toronto, and wow, Sydney?” She’s temping; I don’t want to know the whats and whys. “It’s great you’ve worked for a restaurant. And Rules? That should impress Chef. Are you sure you want to do this? Next Generation informed you it would be a minimum of four weeks?”

“I understand.”

“A hospitality assistant didn’t work out. Chef’s particular so we’ll need to really find the right fit. Are you okay with the potential of perhaps six weeks?”

“I am starting today?” Please, God, tell me I didn’t just sound desperate?

The talent acquisitions director took a closer look at Phoebe. If Gloria had to guess from her résumé, she was about five, six years her senior and Gloria was forty-one. Although her suit was dated, she had a timeless look about her, and men noticed her. Conceivably, not in the same way they did when she was fifteen years younger. Gloria assumed, like a few of her friends from grad school, Phoebe needed to take whatever she could get in this Great Recession aftershock. I’ll do whatever deemed necessary not to be this woman in six, seven years! She looks so familiar. Hmmm.

“Of course. Let’s get you settled in.” She’s way overqualified for this position, but apparently Phoebe needs the work so she will stick around. I’d be remiss not to help a sister in this economic climate.

Phoebe followed the TA director down a corridor, and Gloria, despite wearing five-inch, gladiator open-toe heels, acted as though she was rushing to put out a fire. Phoebe was wearing a pair of shoes she could hardly wear all day and be comfortable. Who was she kidding? She wore platforms to her high-school prom. Now here she was, decades later—what, pretending she could still hang?

“Coffee, tea?” Gloria asked over her shoulder.

“I’m good.”

“Here we go. This will be your office. I know it’s no bigger than a bread box. No window,” Gloria said, being facetious. “You can put your belongings here. Chef’s PA will come and direct you on everything. IT will assign you a laptop.”

“Thank you, Gloria.”

“Any questions, my door’s always open.”

•  •  •

“Cornell! Cornell! Damn, that boy!”

Joseph attempted to resume reading the Times. That unnecessarily loud music made it a challenge to concentrate on the words printed on the paper—Obama’s camp accused Romney’s camp of reinventing the truth. And Romney’s camp accused the Obama administration of ruining everything once sacred about America! Politics was always a blood sport. Back in the day, people focused on character development. In this century it was look at me! Politics wasn’t so vicious two decades ago, and the money spent on campaigns these days? Billions used entirely to bash one another with mendacious television ads. With that level of cash flow, they could get the country out of hock! Joseph took a deep breath; the loud music rattled his nerves. “Cornell!” he yelled. His restraint had reached a breaking point. He dropped the newspaper to the granite countertop and placed the coffee mug next to it with force—so much so, some of his black coffee splattered onto the surface. Joseph shouted over his shoulder, “Cornell!”

Annoyed, he stood, and with long strides headed for the front of the house. That hip-hop noise was so loud the house vibrated. The landline rang, and before he headed up the stairs to confront his son, he stopped and looked at the phone in its carriage across the room. As if to decide which had precedence, Joseph looked from the telephone to the stairway. The ringing telephone abated.

“Cornell!” he yelled, much louder this time.

Within moments, Cornell popped his head around the corner of the spiral stairway. Tall and lean, he had the looks of a male model. “Yeah, Dad? You call me?” He held the iPad that Joseph, regrettably, purchased for his son on his birthday; primarily since a few weeks later, he dropped out of university, and in his senior year. Then his son announced ever so casually that his girlfriend—with a name like Sin—was four months’ pregnant. Cornell wasn’t raised to drop out of school and get a girl pregnant out of wedlock. His behavior was completely irresponsible. He had no job, no income. What could Joseph do? He had to let him come home. I didn’t raise my son like this! I worked hard—his mamma worked hard—so he could have the best of everything. I gave my children more than enough. If his mamma was alive, I know her heart would be crushed.

“Can you turn it down a notch?”

“What?”

“If you take those things out of your ears, you might be able to hear me.” He yelled, “Why you need the music so loud anyway? What are the earphones for?”

“These are earbuds.” He held one with the tips of his fingers. “I’ll turn it down, as you say, a notch. Anyway, didn’t you do the same thing at my age, with—what was it called in your day—the Walkman?”

“I didn’t listen to my Walkman and a stereo at the same time. It makes no sense!”

“Whatever, Dad.” Cornell slipped his earbud back in his ear.

“Turn off the stereo. If you’re listening to the iPod, you don’t need the stereo blasting, too!”

“Man, it’s music.”

“Did you just refer to me as man?”

Cornell frowned, giving his father a Dad, please look.

“You asked me to buy you that tablet because you needed it for school. You drop out! The laptop can do the exact same thing as that fancy iPad! Don’t try to finesse me, Cornell. Stop messing around on that thing and look for a job!”

“Like I’m not looking.”

“Go out and buy a newspaper, knock on some doors. But look for work!”

“A newspaper? Seriously! They don’t list jobs in the newspaper; everything’s online. And knock on a door?”

“It might not be a lot of good jobs out there, but surely something’s out there. I can make a call, get you something—and it might not be full time—working at the post office.”

“What, and get laid off? The post office is barely surviving. They raise the cost of stamps every six months. Who uses stamps anymore anyway? Postal jobs—that’s old-school.” He shrugged with a natural smugness. “You were a blue-collar man, but that’s so last century. Outsourcing, green jobs, tech, stuff like that. Those are jobs of the future. There’s no potential at the post office.” There was a subtle arrogance in Cornell’s tone.

“And without a degree? How far will that get you?”

“Steve Jobs didn’t have a degree and look where that got him. It’s a semester. I’m going back.”

“Steve Jobs, huh? Look, get a job! If it means flipping burgers, get a job!”

“You are like so antiquated. You think I’m not looking. And flip a burger? Heck, that isn’t even minimum wage work.”

“You’d better find something. Something that’ll help you take care of your unborn child. I’m not taking care of Sin and you and a baby, too!”

“Zyn, Dad!”

“What normal person names their child Zyn anyway?”

When Joseph returned to his cup of coffee and took a sip, it was no longer warm. That’s how he preferred his first cup—warm. He barely touched his coffee before the music started blasting, waking up the dead. A waste! Joseph wiped up the spill he’d made earlier. With a sigh, his eyes wandered out at the sunny morning. The dry spell made his once perfectly green-colored lawn look like straw. He’d cancelled the services of the gardener when Cornell moved in. That boy hadn’t picked up so much as a broom, let alone pulled out the lawnmower. Now that the leaves were starting to fall, did he really expect his son to reach for a rake?

“I might as well go tend to the lawn. Nothing but bad news in the paper anyway,” he mumbled to himself. “That illegal shooting a police officer in cold blood. So brazen, with witnesses looking on. Endless wars…inequality.” Dismayed, Joseph shook his head. “Well, let me go on out here.” He headed for the back door.

•  •  •

“Good morning.”

“Good morning. Do you have an appointment?”

“With Dr. Wang.”

“Please sign in. And your name?”

“Dianne Lewis James.” Dianne scribbled hurriedly on the sign-in sheet. Casually, she glanced at her watch.

“Fill this out, and we’ll need your insurance.”

Dianne reached for the clipboard. “Thank you.”

The small waiting room was half-busy. While several women focused intently on their devices, a child sat on the floor and drew in a coloring book. Dianne couldn’t guess who the child might have belonged to. Not one woman was paying her any attention. She felt lighthearted observing the child so engaged. Both of her girls were excited when she bought their first box of crayons, but they started coloring a little older as Dianne recalled. When the little girl with soft gray eyes looked her way, Dianne winked. The child blushed, returned to her coloring book but occasionally looked to Dianne with a slobbery giggle.

She heard her cell vibrating. Since both of the girls were in school, she doubted either one of them was calling her. Henna always texted anyway. Daniela reminded Dianne that if she wanted to keep tabs on her to check Twitter. Dianne’s mother called every morning and they’d had their twenty-minute daily catch-up. Torrick was in a meeting. She took a quick look at his schedule prior to his leaving the house; that way she’d have a sense of his day. The vibration ceased. Dianne pressed her eyes shut. I know these symptoms aren’t because of a yeast infection. God, please don’t let this…”

Dianne’s eyes shot toward the sound of a door opening. A young woman with long, thick, chestnut-colored hair spoke cordially, “Dianne Lewis James?”

Very few added the Lewis to her name. She was Mrs. James. Her big sister, to this day, teased her about turning into Mrs. Somebody. Dianne was, among the circle of her youth, the type not to get lost inside a marriage, or become one of those women who gave up a career and supported her husband while she raised children. Life never did turn out as planned. If there was a Cinderella sequel, who knew what her story would look like. She’d probably regret her foot even fit that slipper. Dianne stood, rested her designer handbag on her wrist, and walked toward the young, chestnut-haired woman.

“Dianne Lewis James?”

“Yes.”

“Good morning!”

An hour later, Dianne sat in a large boardroom in one of the newer buildings downtown. One of several committees she chaired was meeting to discuss how the elimination of the Ride Free Zone would affect the working poor, homeless, and the physically and mentally challenged. The view from the boardroom was stunningly breathtaking—mountains and clouds were vivid ivory. The Sound was congested with sailboats and the sun was citrus-bright, streaking diagonally against the intense sapphire sky. The recently opened Ferris wheel modernized the city’s skyline. Henna pleaded with Dianne to let her take a ride on it before school resumed, but so much was going on at the time, she failed to get it on her calendar.

“Dianne, good morning. Glad you could coordinate on such short notice.” The woman claimed the seat next to Dianne. “Can we do coffee soon? There’s so much to catch up on.”

“We must!” Dianne exaggerated. Her cell vibrated against the desk. She reached for it and said, “Excuse me.” A photo of her sister illuminated. “I need to take this.” She rushed to her feet. “Before the end of the meeting, let’s coordinate our calendars.” Dianne left the boardroom and entered the bustling hallway. Nearby, a news crew was setting up for an interview. She said, “Thank you for calling me back. Look, I was wondering…Are you open for a much-needed martini diet and black-and-whites weekend? Yes, I can get away. Torrick’s in town. He needs quality time with the girls anyway. Yeah, sure. I’ll text my details.”

Dianne returned to the boardroom and took her seat. She turned off her cell and dropped it in her purse on the floor. With a casual flip of her glossy, shoulder-length hair, she took a deep breath and grabbed the bottle of water set before her.

Following the meeting, she was standing at the elevator checking messages when she heard someone call out, “Dianne?” Instinctively, Dianne turned. It took only a split-second to recognize her. An involuntary gasp slipped out. “Phoebe?”

“Oh, my God! Girl, how are you?”

They met each other with their back-in-the-day greet: air kisses. Laughing, they each studied—assessed—the other. A decade had come and gone since they talked. The last time they actually saw each other was at their dear friend Cordia’s funeral, but they politely acknowledged each other’s presence solemnly.

“Do you live here?”

“Just moved up.”

“San Francisco was the last address I had for you. Girl, it’s been so—awhile.”

“Are you and Torrick still…?”

“And the girls are fifteen and twelve.”

“We have to catch up.”

“What are you doing here?”

“It’s a long story. Look, I’m coming off a lunch break. Can we exchange numbers?”

“Sure, of course. We have to do lunch. Where are you staying?”

“Do you know SoJo’s?”

“Best Cajun shrimp ever! We’re almost neighbors. I’m on Cascadia.”

They swapped numbers and promised to catch up, embracing and laughing as if the affection purified the three-decade-old animosity.

In the elevator, Dianne ransacked her brain trying to determine whatever happened to Phoebe. She disappeared. Their old circle had no clue what Phoebe had been up to, or where she was, and she wasn’t on Facebook. Dianne would hear—by several degrees of separation—a tidbit here, a rumor there, but it was all so sketchy and downlow. No one had any concrete details. Why was she in the office building where Dianne’s committee met biweekly, and working? Doing what? Dianne couldn’t imagine Phoebe sitting in an office all day. SoJo’s? Oh, she must be staying with Venetia. What the hell was going on with her? Last Dianne heard Phoebe was involved with an architect or graphic designer. Word had it, he was married. Before that, there was the retired ballplayer who owned that popular restaurant. The once very controversial athlete wooed one of those reality TV chefs from somewhere and his name created a buzz; even slipping the maître d’ a Benjamin didn’t guarantee a table. Phoebe ditched him because he got physical. At least that’s what Dianne heard. Her girlfriend from days gone by didn’t look her usually well-dressed self. That suit had to be from—2006? She’d seen photographs of her online, arriving at some affair with the controversial ballplayer. She looked really good then. Dianne always, always envied her old friend—her style, her natural beauty, her worldly, wanderlust nature. At least she managed to maintain her figure.

Dianne stepped into the elevator. She searched for a number in her contacts. She pressed the name with her forefinger, and when the person answered, Dianne said, “You’ll never guess who I just ran into…”

•  •  •

“Good afternoon Jacqueline. How may I help?” Claire listened politely. “Sure, but I would need it to be on my break. Is that all right?” Respectfully, she listened. “Sure, three. Right, ’bye!” Claire disconnected the call and noted the time on her tablet. Taking a deep breath, she pumped hand-sanitizer inside one hand and massaged it into both hands until the germ-killer dissolved into her palms. Her mind was distracted, elsewhere. She tried to conjure up why she’d need to go to Jacqueline’s office. When Jacqueline rushed in—always hurried, in one hand her cell glued to her ear, the Times, Wall Street and Business Journal, and an electronic tablet tucked under her armpit; each day dressed to the nines—she passed Claire a fleeting acknowledgment. If she was in the mood. Occasionally a subtle nod. Claire was convinced it was only when she’d gotten laid that Jacqueline even hinted at a smile.

Claire answered the ringing console, polite, professional. Once she’d forwarded the call she studied the time again. She received a message. An assistant requested that she hire a car for someone in Strategy, Claire’s dream department. She replied with “On it!” and made arrangements for a car via e-mail. She answered several calls, and once the hire was confirmed, Claire forwarded it to the assistant in Strategy. Drumming her squarely shaped nails on the glass table, she waited. Two calls came in; she forwarded them accordingly.

Back to Jacqueline. Since she’d started at Media Capital, Claire had seen Jacqueline through two temps, followed by a temp-to-hire who left for lunch and never returned. There had been a lot of talk surrounding the whole matter, presumably because the temp-to-hire was black. Since then, several other assistants were sharing the role of supporting Jacqueline. She was difficult, to put it ever so gently. Because Claire had her eye on her own clients someday in the very foreseeable future, she’d fallen into the team-player role splendidly. She’d done her share of butt-kissing. Without hesitation, she took on “other duties as assigned” by offering to support several of the overworked assistants.

Earlier that morning, the lines were ringing off the hook; a local station was taping an interview with a client; some outside committee, which used one of the conference rooms every other week, needed assistance; and Claire needed to pee. Badly. Chef was preparing a private lunch for a meeting that had everyone walking on eggshells; therefore, two other meetings had to be catered, which Claire helped place orders for, all the while the lines were buzzing like mad! And because yet another hospitality assistant was “let go” or walked out—who knew? And for reasons Claire wasn’t privy to, they brought in a temp. She wasn’t even trained yet, and Claire took notice that she was on top of it, particularly under the circumstances. So there Claire was—helping with orders for two separate lunch meetings, answering calls, signing visitors in, and printing out visitor badges. All of it—the phones, assisting in a pinch, greeting visitors, not to mention managing twelve conference room calendars—was her job. It wasn’t that she was making excuses for the mistake, but it did justify why it happened.

The issue took place in the midst of the morning rush, and Claire was convinced it would tarnish her résumé for eternity. The call. Not just any call. The call. And Claire, of all the people at Media Capital, had forwarded the call straight into Jacqueline’s voicemail. A client—a reality TV personality—was arrested in Los Angeles the evening before, and she could hear snippets here and there about what to do to get ahead of the social media chatter. It slipped Claire’s mind that Jacqueline wanted to get the call NO MATTER WHAT! Bad Judgment 101. There was no doubt in her mind she was being requested to Jacqueline’s office because she’d transferred the call into voicemail, mistakenly. Jacqueline wanted to chew her out, remind Claire she was inept, the worst concierge the company had ever hired. Claire believed in her heart of hearts because Jacqueline wasn’t only friends with one of the founders, but she was also a major asset to Media Capital, that she could have Claire fired—like that!

A series of calls came in and Claire handled them efficiently, resourcefully. Still, she felt stupid. There was no way Jacqueline would summon her into her office for anything else. Claire was confident the woman loathed her. Once, shortly after one of her temps quit, Jacqueline called reception and said something like, “Will you please find Jan and tell him I want a café au lait?” When Claire reminded Jacqueline that Jan was no longer with Media Capital, she snapped: “Well, whoever took his place. I want a café au lait. Is that too difficult for you to handle? Or are you too simple?”

The constant interruptions exasperated Claire. She couldn’t find a second in her day—but for her breaks!—to think! The phones? Never-ending. And if it wasn’t the phones, it was constant deliveries and one person asking for this and another asking her to do that! Sigh. The pay was good; at last she was able to move out of the small two-bedroom apartment she shared with a casual friend from college whose lifestyle clashed with Claire’s. Being hired as the concierge at Media Capital, she was able to find an affordable Capitol Hill studio. Claire was unaware how much she liked working at the top media consultant firm until she felt the threat of no longer having a job where she could capitalize off the connections that could stair-step her career.

Could she lose her job? Media Capital was high-profile. Their client list consisted of top music names, models, athletes, media personalities, and even politicians and physicians with high-profile visibility. These were media magnets that could easily take their public cachet to New York and Los Angeles media consultant firms. She spent four years in college expecting to be a media strategist. When she’d graduated, unemployment topped 11 percent. She couldn’t find a real job, and with benefits. Instead, she worked part-time, and cleaning dog parks to being a coffee/tea/espresso runner for a startup to delivering packages to even being of all things, a barista. Finally, she fell into the perfect spot at one of the most prestigious media organizations in the country, with offices in Milan, London and Paris. Claire wanted to be here. Now? She might well be kicked to the curb by end of business, and by the end of next week, applying for unemployment benefits. And all because of one call out of 100-plus she handled in a given day. Of all the clients, it had to be one of Jacqueline’s.

“Claire, hey! I’m here for your break.”

Claire, so deep inside her head, hadn’t realized her relief had arrived. “Just so you’ll know, Jacqueline’s summoned me to her office, I might need a few extra minutes. Do you mind?”

“What, about that call?”

With a chuckle, Claire said, “I have a feeling that’s what it’s about, so if you hear her…”

“Good luck!” her relief said. “That’s a woman you don’t want to cross.”

Her heart pulsating, Claire walked toward Jacqueline’s office feigning confidence. Coincidentally she was wearing a new biz-casual suit she’d purchased last payday. It wasn’t a power suit per se, but wearing it made Claire feel not so powerless. Still, her mind was preparing itself for a beat down. She knew the slip-up made her come across, at the very least, inexperienced. She was upset the moment it had happened, and apologetic. And in her six months with Media Capital, she had never done anything remotely irresponsible. Surely Jacqueline had made some mistakes along the way to a corner office. Surely she could relate. Well, Miss Perfect, Miss All That and Butter Doesn’t Melt In Her Mouth? Perhaps not.

Claire stood in the doorframe. Jacqueline was on a call, using her earpiece. Her back to Claire, she stood near the window. The view from Jacqueline’s office was breathtaking this time of year. The bright sun, the vivid sky, the Olympics. When I make it, will I have an office like this? Jacqueline was talking in another language. Claire wasn’t sure—it didn’t sound like a language she was familiar with. Tall, slender, very style-conscious, Jacqueline was, without question, so stunning. And smart. With degrees from top universities, time spent working abroad; she was savvy, and a light-skinned black. PC: African-American.

Claire cleared her throat. Not wanting to be presumptuous, she remained in the doorway.

Jacqueline looked over her shoulder. She lifted a long finger. Wait, the raised finger implied. Claire waited. A few moments went by and Jacqueline walked to her desk, instructing Claire with her hand to come into her office. She motioned for Claire to close the door. Merde. Claire closed the door, her heart starting to pump faster, as it did when she ran up and down Harbor Steps five times each morning. She stood at the closed door. An assistant, one of the young women temporarily doing Jacqueline’s travel logistics, passed. She eyed Claire standing in the office with a picture-perfect view. Scarcely, but Claire noticed her gentle green eyes widen as if to suggest uh-oh!

Jacqueline, while on a call, listened. She pantomimed, Have a seat.

Merde! Claire sat at one of the chairs facing Jacqueline’s desk.

“No,” Jacqueline said very softly. “Sit over there,” she added, pointing to a sage loveseat, matching chair and two chocolate-hued, cube-shaped ottomans.

Claire stood, and feeling even more awkward, walked over to the loveseat. Sitting ramrod straight, she hoped her body language gave the impression she was a warrior—it was her favorite yoga asana. She gazed out at the day, staying focused. Claire chose not to awfulize beyond that moment. She needed this company on her résumé so she’d dare not be confrontational. But she wasn’t going to be bullied either. She’d stand toe-to-toe with Jacqueline Daye and let the pieces fall where they must.

“So,” Jacqueline said, sitting in the loveseat. “Conference calls. Sometimes…” She took a deep breath, tossing her flat-ironed, silky straight hair off her shoulders. Jacqueline crossed her bare, shapely legs. “Sorry to call you in on your break. You must get bored up there all day.”

“Bored, Well, I’m busy, though.”

“My day has been completely turned upside down because of that fiasco you pulled this morning. That said, without an assistant…I have to do everything around here. Moira…It’s hard to believe she went to NYU. Totally ineffectual. I recognize she’s my colleague’s assistant, but she’s an educated young woman—really! She can’t walk and chew gum simultaneously?” Jacqueline leaned forward, pressing her elbows to her knees while she massaged her temples with her fingertips. “I need someone. Someone competent. I like your style. You’re quick on your feet. I cannot afford to lose another assistant. Three inside of five months…”

Three months, thought Claire.

“You’re smart, Claire. Yes, that mishap you pulled was inexcusable. But I’ve watched you since you’ve been the concierge. You’re professional and adaptable. You never lose your cool. The way you handled—you made no excuses for what happened this morning. That took…it showed a sense of reflection. I want you on my team. I’ve talked to Gloria in talent acquisitions. She was fine with my inviting you in for a chat. Are you interested?”

“Interested. You mean…”

“Look, I’m really not the B-word that I’ve become highly regarded as.” Jacqueline uncrossed her legs. “And I know I have the reputation of a prima donna.” The tone of her voice suggested that she couldn’t care less what people thought of her.

“I…” Claire was stunned. Being offered a position as Jacqueline’s assistant was so far off her radar.

“Well…” Jacqueline said, spreading her hands. An expensive, classy set of bangles jingled.

“Yes!” Claire said, much too quickly—as if she were desperate. Even if she asked Jacqueline to let her sleep on it, she’d still have no idea what was waiting for her when all was said and done. Jacqueline’s assistants were known for working long hours.

“I’m going to ask you a question, which I hope doesn’t offend you.”

“Okay.”

“Will you have a problem working for a black woman?”

Huh? Claire said too quickly, “No no,” shaking her head, the angular cut of her bob swinging side to side.

“Do you have a problem going to get coffee or tea or water? Do you have a problem with running errands for me?”

Pause. Dry mouth. Swallow. “No.”

She just lied to my face.

“The pay is competitive. It’s hard work. You must know how to anticipate my every need. You’ll need to be a social media maven. You have to learn to write press releases, and good ones. I understand you’re a wordsmith, which is attractive. I need someone who can edit my speeches. You have to know how to be prepared for the unexpected. I do not like ‘I’m sorry’ assistants. It’s imperative that you be discreet, hoard personal and extremely private data as if it was life or death. Since you’re the concierge, you had to pass a background check…You’ll have access to my credit card accounts so we’ll need to vet you. A more in-depth…at least seven professional references that will sing praises. Is that going to be a problem?”

“Not a problem.”

Jacqueline studied Claire critically.

“I want to learn and from the best.” By the subtle lift of one side of Jacqueline’s mouth, Claire trusted that was exactly what Jacqueline wanted to hear.

Jacqueline gave Claire a swift appraisal. “Good. Okay. So I’ll call Gloria and we’ll take it from there.”

Each woman stood. Claire could feel the stillness in her heart. Jacqueline was a prima donna; there was no doubt about it. Still, for the first time, Claire saw something new, something she hadn’t seen in Jacqueline in her six months with Media Capital. There was no female consultant at the company she’d rather learn from more than Jacqueline. This is business, not personal.

When she walked back toward reception, Claire never felt more relieved.

•  •  •

“Torrick?”

He looked up from his once-upon-a-time hot lunch. His face suggested to his trustworthy personal assistant that he really needed some down time.

“The timing’s not perfect, I understand.”

All he needed was ten uninterrupted minutes; that’s all. The owner of the take-away place on the ground floor of the office building knew how to prepare the chicken fettuccini he liked. It never tasted the same if he heated it up in the microwave. His expression told his PA, don’t bring me no bad news.

“Dianne’s holding.”

“Thank you,” he said, monitoring his tone. “Torrick speaking.”

Dianne was waiting to have her weekly mani-pedi. Jacqueline recommended this place. She saw it on Angie’s List. Hell, I should one-star them on Yelp. “It’s me.”

“Hey, what’s going on?” Torrick said.

“I’m at an appointment. Look, I wanted to give you a heads-up that I’ve arranged to go to New York. I’ll be gone through the weekend, so please don’t make plans. I need you to be in town for the girls.”

“You always pull these last-minute trips on me, Dianne.” Torrick reached for a plastic fork—and how he loathed eating with plastic utensils—and attempted to grab a bite or two while Dianne went into complaining mode; more like a soliloquy.

“My sister’s going through something. I thought I’d take a quick trip to New York. We could use some time together.”

Torrick managed to catch words here and there, and nearly finished his lunch listening to Dianne. Today was one of those days where he couldn’t bring himself to debate with his wife. She’d picked a good time to drop a bomb on him. Two back-to-back meetings; and he left his cell somewhere but couldn’t recall where. For over an hour, Torrick went without his mobile device. It was such a strange thing: he felt so out of touch. Disconnected. Finally, someone brought the cell to reception and his PA returned it to him. When he reached for it, Torrick sighed with utter relief.

“Torrick?”

“Yeah, okay. Do what you have to do. But Saturday I have the BPOA…” Torrick released a harsh sigh when his wife let out a disapproving grunt. “The Black Professionals of America summit, Dianne! So, Daniela and Henna will have to fend, understand?

“Torrick!”

“I attend the BPOA every year, and it’s on my calendar. You decided last minute to go to New York. Daniela is old enough to watch after her sister.” When his wife took a deep breath, Torrick’s brow arched. It was Dianne’s way of suppressing what was really on her mind. “Look, I still haven’t had a chance to finish my lunch. We’ll talk when I get home.”

“I leave tomorrow, Torrick! We need to discuss how you’ll utilize your weekend with the girls. Daniela was eleven, twelve the last time you had them all to yourself. Finally, it’s time for my appointment. I’ve been here waiting for nearly twenty minutes.”

“Later, baby.” He pushed the intercom button and said into it, “Can you do some digging? Find out what might be going on around town this weekend. Something I can take the girls to.” Henna is crazy about the Cheesecake Factory. “Find something fun. The girls haven’t taken a ride on the Ferris wheel since it opened. Dianne would’ve mentioned it otherwise. Oh, but I have that thing at the convention center on Saturday. Yeah, but I’m not sure how long that’ll be. What’s playing at the movies? Find something, okay? Thanks.”

With his mind elsewhere, Torrick finished his lunch. His cell hummed nearby. He reached for it, and a brow shot up when he saw the name illumine on the screen. “Torrick James,” he answered. “Jacqueline Daye! What’s going on with you?”

“Are you attending the BPOA this year?”

“Well, now, you know I wouldn’t miss that. You obviously haven’t had a chance to see the itinerary; I’m keynote speaker.”

“I’ve been traveling for the past couple of weeks, and it’s been a busy time. This all-about-me culture is stressing me out! I haven’t had a chance to even glance at the itinerary. Truth be told, my memory is starting to go.”

“So you’ll be there?”

“Well, of course.”

“Look forward to seeing you.”

“How’s my girl?”

“I just hung up from talking to Dianne. She’s off to New York.”

“To hang with her sister, Vanessa?”

Torrick wiped his hands with a napkin. He attempted to balance the phone with his shoulder. While he listened to Jacqueline, he laughed with a lot of heart. “Wow,” he chimed in, and “Woman, you’re something else,” he added. He needed to wrap it up, so Torrick said, “Listen, let’s make an effort to talk Saturday. Sounds good. You, too…”

Torrick began going through a slew of e-mails. He hadn’t even started working on his speech. He thought he might be able to do it on the fly, but that was careless, even a bit risky. Once he answered a few e-mails and jotted down some ideas for the speech, he leaned in his chair tossing a football back and forth, from hand to hand. The CEO of his own private security firm, Torrick took great risks to get where he was. He liked what he did to earn a good living, but he’d lost a lot of time with the girls which he couldn’t make up for. While he didn’t travel as much as he did in the past, travel was still a necessity. Each time he came home, he saw something new about one daughter or the other. Daniela was even wearing makeup now. Henna was tall—she’d shot up out of nowhere. He was still young. Forty-eight. Too young to retire. Besides, he wanted his family to be secure before he retired. The economic climate was iffy. While he was interrupted by a few lengthy calls, he managed to pump out a strong first draft of his speech. He knew it wasn’t exactly the best speech he’d ever written, but he’d waited too long to approach it with thought and now he was forced to extemporize. He’d have his PA do a touch-up.

He stood, stretched, and decided to call it a day. Before heading home, he’d put in an hour at the gym. For the first time, since he couldn’t recall when, he was going to have a sit-down meal with his beautiful wife and the girls.

•  •  •

“This is Venetia.” A frown sketched her face. “I’m sorry, who’s calling?”

Venetia heard Phoebe walking downstairs. She planned to surprise her with a delivery from SoJo’s, a place Venetia practically grew up eating at, a few blocks away. She knew the owner, and his son would make a home delivery if the place wasn’t busy. She’d spent upward of two hours with clients; each typically in need and often had consultations by phone. Along the way, Venetia had lost track of time.

Phoebe called out, “Venetia!”

She could hear Phoebe’s heels against the hardwood staircase. “I actually have some time next week. I’ll be in L.A.…Sorry, say that again.” Unconsciously, Venetia stood. “Oh!…”

Phoebe entered the doorway, visibly tired. Venetia put her finger to her mouth to give Phoebe a heads-up: Shhhh! Phoebe, compliant, went to a chair and flopped in it as if she was dead tired. And she was. She hadn’t been on her feet like she had today, not in years. Her body felt as though it had traveled through several time zones. Phoebe had no idea the work was going to be so physical. Or had challenging work and long days become too demanding for her body?

Venetia reached for a nearby pen and scrawled in rushed handwriting. “I can do that. Yes. Sure. And thank you for the referral.” When she disconnected the call, she flopped in the chair.

“What?” Phoebe knew that look. Venetia was her godchild. They had been close, especially in Venetia’s early twenties, which had been a complicated time for Venetia. Phoebe had become somewhat of a surrogate mother to Venetia, and maternal instincts she never thought she had kicked in when Venetia’s mother passed away.

“I just got a really good referral. You’ll not guess who wants to hire me. Girl!”

“Who?” Phoebe slipped off her shoes.

“Gwen Jackson.”

“Gwen Jackson?”

“Gwenology?”

“You’re referring to the reality TV show?”

“That was Jacqueline Daye. She’s Gwen’s media consultant…”

“Jacqueline Daye. I heard that name. Today, in fact. Wait, she works at the place where I’m temping.”

“Get real. Seriously? You’re temping at Media Capital?”

“That woman had me on my toes at least three times today. A café au lait, and not just any café au lait. A chef salad, a veggie smoothie…”

“Is she black?”

“Actually, she is.”

“Mon Dieu. I have to tell you, I thought I could always detect a sister…This lady, though—she didn’t give me the slightest hint that she occasionally went to the hood. But for no other reason than to get her hair done.”

“Oh, now her hair. It’s hers.”

Venetia laughed out loud!

“Why’s Gwen Jackson needing a life coach?”

“Last night she got her third DUI. Her reality show—the execs are threatening to release her from her contract. Apparently, there’s a clause and she’s more than abused it. She has to demonstrate that she’s making an effort to get her life back on track. For real this time.”

“I thought the reality TV playbook was to be as obnoxious as possible. If she gets sober, that’ll change the whole dynamic. She risks losing her following.”

“After all, it’s why the show’s so popular. Her drama. If someone followed me around with a camera all day, they’d be yawning and definitely changing the channel.” Venetia perused a few sheets of paper. “Jacqueline’s having her contract with the studio PDF’d to me, along with some press clips. She wants me to meet with Gwen tomorrow. In L.A.”

“Well, I must say. This isn’t the same Venetia I met up with this morning. I was worried about you.”

“I could still use that drink and some mature advice. I was going to have something delivered. You want to go out? My treat.”

“You know, I think I’d like to go out. I feel better now that I’ve been off my feet. I forgot how hilly this place is. What made me wear platforms!”

Venetia laughed; she was always uninhibited in her godmother’s company. “The place I thought we could go to is informal, and it’s walking distance. I can drive if you want. If you’re too pooped to walk.”

“I’ll slip on my ballets. It’s good to see you smiling. Your energy was off this morning. Have you talked with Barry?”

“I ignored two texts. We agreed to Skype when he could, but at least one text per day was the deal. No exception. That way I’d know he was safe.

“He’s…I don’t know…acting different. I think he’s unfaithful.”

“Unfaithful comes in many forms. Let me change. Say ten, fifteen?”

“Fifteen. I want to go online and check out Jacqueline Daye’s client list.”

“Venetia?” With a stapler in her hand, she looked up at Phoebe. “Thank you for letting me crash at the guesthouse.”

“Love comes in many forms, too.”



CHAPTER 2

Dianne’s sister instructed her to take Metro-North from Grand Central. It was a quiet train ride from Midtown. Only a handful of people shared the car with her. The last time she was in New York, Dianne and Torrick made the decision to move back to the West Coast. Her marriage was different then. She was different back then. Running into Phoebe had reminded Dianne of her life prior to meeting Torrick. Before she’d had the girls and immersed herself into the roles of wife and mother and everything that entailed, she’d lived a life of independence. Back then she had no idea how her life would unfold. She loved her girls and had no regrets where they were concerned; still, something was missing—in her life; in her heart. A sense of guilt began to touch her in a way she hadn’t experienced before. To want more meant that she didn’t have enough. God only knew that wasn’t true. Her life was a perfect imperfection. So why—especially since she’d run into Phoebe—did she feel an odd sense of regret?

The conductor announced her sister’s stop. Vanessa lived in New Rochelle, roughly a thirty-minute train ride from Manhattan. Dianne grabbed her bag, a designer tote she carried whenever she took short trips, stuffed with weekend attire. She dashed through the doors just before they began to close. The sultry evening air that greeted her felt refreshing. Fall was a heartbeat away, and Dianne had a soft spot for East Coast autumn.

“Dianne!”

She twirled at the sound of the familiar voice. She vaguely made out her sister in the early evening hue. Two years ago, Vanessa had relocated to New York where she was able to land a job earning what her talent was worth. Four years ago, she’d been laid off by the company she’d worked for for nearly twelve years in Los Angeles. It had been a good job, which helped pay her daughter’s tuition at San Jose State.

Vanessa greeted her baby sister with a loving embrace. They held each other for quite some time until Dianne took the initiative and released Vanessa. Finally, they were in the same time zone.

”How are you?” Vanessa asked.

“I’m okay.”

“You don’t call me for a martini diet and black-and-whites weekend if you’re okay. Come on, let’s go.”

Once inside the car, Dianne, anxious, buckled her seat belt. What was she going to say to Vanessa? There was no one who saw through her exaggerations and little white lies like Vanessa. Torrick, at one time, was demonstrative when it came to his love for Dianne; these days, though, he was too preoccupied. Is he still attracted to me?

“So…” Pulling out of a parking space, Vanessa broke the ice. “I went and got a lot of DVDs. Do you know how hard it is to find black-and-whites these days? I stopped at the library earlier and found—you won’t believe it…”

“Imitation of Life.”

“You and Mama are crazy for Imitation of Life. It was there, but I decided not to grab it. It was in color!”

“They colorized that? That’s crazy!”

“People under thirty-five don’t appreciate the black-and-white era. Whatever it is they want, we have to grin and bear it. Go to a mall! Instagram and Pinterest…Lord!” Vanessa sighed. “My daughter, she makes me feel dated.”

“So what did you get?”

“Back Street.”

“I haven’t seen that…It was probably the last time you, Mama and me saw it. I think I was carrying Henna. Please, don’t tell me they colorized that, too.”

“The one I got is in black-and-white.”

“Thank you, Vanessa. I could do with some Susan Hayward. You know, she was born to be in that era.”

“Mr. John Gavin. I think George Clooney is the John Gavin of our day.”

“No, Clooney’s Cary Grant.” Vanessa stopped at a signal. Slyly, she stole a glance her sister’s way. Something’s up.

“Well, true. Cary was a charmer.” She sat quietly until Vanessa turned into a quaint street crammed with high-rise apartment buildings with fire escapes. “So what else did you get?”

“How could we have a martini and black-and-whites weekend without Bette?”

Dianne grinned, and she sensed herself starting to let go. For now. “There’s no such thing as a martini and black-and-whites weekend without Bette.”

“So, who’s the new Bette Davis? Meryl Streep?”

“No, no way! Meryl is fabulous, but Bette is an original and can’t be duplicated.”

“True.” Vanessa pulled into a parking space. “Do you mind a pizza delivery? I didn’t get a chance to drop by Stop & Shop. ”

“I’m going to have to put in extra gym time when I go back.”

They walked toward Vanessa’s apartment building, and she asked Dianne, “How are my favorite nieces doing?”

“Your two and only nieces are doing splendid.” Vanessa unlocked the door. They walked through the vestibule when Dianne said, “They are so independent. I don’t know what it is, but they are grown. They don’t need me anymore.”

Vanessa called for the elevator. She looked into her little sister’s baby browns. “You’re their mother; they’ll always need you. I guess we have some talking to do.”

•  •  •

“Why did I need to meet you here?” Gwen asked, annoyed. Her eyes shielded by fashionable large-framed shades, she wore skinny jeans. A trendy scarf hung loosely around her neck; her linen fedora tilted slightly to one side and beautifully dyed strawberry-blonde hair cascaded in ringlets past her waist—the Gwen de rigueur—along with a penciled-in birthmark near her upper lip. She looked around the room, jittery and high-strung.

“Why don’t you take a seat,” Venetia said.

Gwen looked Venetia over as if to decide if she even liked her. “I really don’t want to be here.”

“But since you’re here, why not take a seat.”

Gwen walked to the window and examined the late Southern California morning. The sun colorized the day like an image on a postcard. Her driver was leaning against the Navigator he chauffeured her around in, smoking a cigarette. He was her day driver. He’s a fine white boy.

“Gwen?”

Her cell rang and she reached for it in the back pocket of her black skinny jeans. Gwen assessed the information on her touchscreen cell. Seconds later, she placed the device back into her pocket in the same familiar way a man slipped his wallet in the back pocket of his trousers. Intently, she looked out the window.

“Gwen?” Venetia kept her voice controlled, but she added emphasis. She thought a hyper-casual approach was a better idea, but would it get her the desired result?

Gwen looked at her. “What?” She shrugged.

“Have a seat. We can talk for a few minutes, and if after that you want to leave, you can leave. This benefits you.”

Gwen remained at the window, studying the outside. “I know the paparazzi are within blocks of here. I can’t be seen with you. You get that?”

“You have my word: there’ll be no paparazzi here.”

Gwen familiarized Venetia’s face well enough that should she run into her again, she’d dimly recall they met. She wanted nothing to do with this—whatever she does, or this meeting; her people set this thing up.

“Gwen…”

“You’re one persistent chick, aren’t you?” She walked over to a plump aubergine chair and flopped in it, exaggerating an audible exhalation. “I need a cigarette.”

“There’s no smoking in here.”

“Then we got to make this quick.”

Venetia sat across from Gwen, who was now pushing back her cuticles. “Your people hired me, Gwen. To work with you on…”

“I’m aware of that.”

“I’m sure we can work together.”

“There’s no way for me to go to some clinic or whatever without the media finding out. I’ll stop drinking on my own.”

“You’ll stop drinking?” Venetia snapped her fingers. “Just like that?”

“I like to have fun. Drinking’s the thing I do with it. That doesn’t make me an alcoholic.”

“You realize you can’t even drive right now. Three DUIs in…And what’s going to happen when you have to show up in court?”

Gwen put up her hand in that stop in the name of love way, and with a voice that sounded final, said, “I’m not going to some clinic or whatever. And I damn-sure won’t be a Lohan. No damn way, Auntie Em!”

“Okay, look.” Venetia suppressed the sigh at the back of her throat. “Let’s not discuss the drinking issue. Let’s start with some of your personal…”

“What are you, a shrink? Huh-uh, Jacqueline D. didn’t tell me I was meeting some shrink.”

“I’m not a shrink.”

“So what exactly are you?” Gwen’s body language spoke volumes.

“Jacqueline should have run my credentials by you.”

“Credentials?”

“I work with certain types of people whose lives are…frenzied.”

“Frenzied?”

“I’m a life coach.”

“Life coach?” Gwen laughed.

“I’m sorry, what’s funny?”

With arms locked over her chest, Gwen asked, “Why do I need someone to coach me on my life? Valerie, this is about my career, you read me. Whatever I gotta do to get the paparazzi off my back because of some so-called DUI…”

“Venetia.”

“What?”

“My name is Venetia. And if you’re here merely to get the paparazzi off your back about a so-called DUI, I cannot help you.”

“Jacqueline D. said we were hooking up to make this shit work.”

“I…”

“What’s a—what you call it—life coach do exactly?”

“Gwen, no one can ever be prepared for a sudden abyss of fame.”

She frowned. “I really don’t need someone that doesn’t even know me telling me whether or not I can handle fame. I am not a parasite, okay!”

Venetia understood she was getting nowhere and she was tired from a very early morning flight; and she wasn’t exactly in the mood to go up against a twenty-two-year-old who believed she had her life all figured out. At Gwen’s age, life put Venetia in her place. She had her fair share of bumps and painful bruises, and it took a minute to get what life experiences were attempting to teach her. So Venetia’s decision to meet with Gwen wasn’t just business; she genuinely wanted to help someone she assessed was clearly in pain.

“Let me ask you something.” Gwen looked up from her fingernails painted in two different shades of polish. “If you were not on a reality TV program, what would you be doing?”

Gwen was visibly becoming uncomfortable. Her reality show was all about attitude. While Venetia had never seen the show, she’d caught an episode On Demand prior to leaving for L.A. The tone of the program rested entirely—at least from Venetia’s perspective—on Gwen’s lifestyle: club-hopping in L.A., high-priced spas with friends in chic cities like San Francisco, shopping at trendy boutiques on Robertson, getting a new tattoo, a spur-of-the-moment trip to Miami where she changed clothes in her stretch limo—all taped for the viewers to see. Venetia shook her head, trying to ascertain the entertainment value.

“What do you mean what would I be doing?”

Venetia asked every client this question; by the time they reached the place of needing her, they were at a crossroad. Not so much professionally as they were personally. It was the personal that interfered with the professional; and in some cases, vice versa. With regard to Gwen, it interfered with the public persona she’d manufactured.

“What would be, say, your raison d’être?”

“Raison whah?”

“What would you be doing to earn a living if you weren’t on a reality TV show? Would you have gone to college and gotten a degree? Would you have become an actress or…?”

With a smirk and a hunch of her shoulders, Gwen said in a quite cavalier way, “I don’t know,” then her eyes immediately went back to her cuticles. It was a gesture that clearly demonstrated that she was in a situation she wasn’t accustomed to. The meeting was a dead-giveaway and proved one thing: Gwen was out of her depth. She was far more comfortable in front of the camera changing her clothes in a limo and drinking champagne from a pair of never-worn platforms.

“Okay, let’s try asking this in a different way. If you knew without a shadow of a doubt that you wouldn’t fail, what would you choose to do with your life?”
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