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Dedication


This book is dedicated to three people (and one collective group of friends in my head) who inspire me to write every day:

Dr. Gerald Davis: my professor of African American literature at Rutgers University. In 1990, I wrote in a paper that I hoped to one day write a novel that he would teach in his class. He wrote in the margins: “I’d leap at the chance!” My heart swelled. Someone believed it was possible! He made me believe it was possible.

Dr. Gerald Davis passed away in 1997.

Mrs. Lillie Gist: My English teacher for both ninth and twelfth grade at Clifford Scott High School in East Orange, New Jersey. When I returned as a teacher, she became my confidante. When I left to pursue a writing career, she was my biggest cheerleader. The tiny clips I sent her from small magazines thrilled her. I can’t even imagine how proud she’d be to hold this book in her hands.

Mrs. Gist passed away in 2006. I’m still heartbroken.

And, Mrs. Rita Z. King. She gave me my first job as a writer for The Fifth Ward Quarterly (circulation: 250). She was my first editor. And I learned from her not only the basics of writing but the tenacity and determination it takes to follow your dreams.

I walked with her to the mailbox as she sent off pitches to Reader’s Digest and Essence. We crossed our fingers and dreamed of seeing her name in print on the walk home. I read the rejection letters that were sent back, all worded very nicely, that she collected in her bureau.

Every time I get a story accepted, I feel like I’m sharing the byline with my mom.

Thankfully, Mrs. Rita King is very much alive and kicking. She works out every morning at 5:30 A.M. Drinks water and eats oatmeal and stays away from sweets. She’ll outlive us all. This woman takes no tea for the fever.

Finally, this book is dedicated to my dear readers at aliyasking.com. The ones who always comment, (Hey Katura!) and the ones who lurk and never say a word. Knowing you log on and read what I have to say is inspiring. I’m humbled by your support, and I love you all for being a part of my online world. I won’t run away again. I promise.
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BETH DIPPED HER HEAD AND SLID HER SHADES FROM HER FOREHEAD to the bridge of her nose. It was out of habit, not necessity. There wouldn’t be any photographers in the parking lot of her gynecologist’s office at seven a.m. on a Saturday.

She’d only been photographed alone once, last summer, when she went to Riker’s Island after Z punched out a cop at a concert at Madison Square Garden. The paparazzi caught her speeding up to the courthouse to post bail, her dirty blond hair covering her eyes and tears streaming down her face.

In the doctor’s office, Beth kept her eyes straight ahead, grabbed a clipboard, scanned it quickly, and signed it. She returned the paperwork to the receptionist, who gave her a look of half boredom and half disdain. Beth wondered if the look was especially for her. Or if every patient got the same look.

It could have been that she recognized the name Beth Saddlebrook and wondered what it was like to be married to someone like Z. Or she could have noticed that she marked off “specific problem” instead of “general wellness checkup” as the reason for her visit.

She sat in one of Dr. Hamilton’s examining rooms, her long legs dangling over the side of the vinyl-covered table. A nurse came in to ask preliminary questions. Beth told her she thought she might have a yeast infection, something she knew was not true. The next nurse gave her a cup for a urine sample and then took a vial of blood. They’d test it for whatever they could right in the office and Dr. Hamilton would look over the results before she came in. She’d be able to tell Beth what she really needed to know.

Sweat dripped down the small of Beth’s broad back. She was built like a linebacker—and sweated like one. She wasn’t fat. But her mother always said she came out of the womb as solid as a concrete wall.

The central air in the doctor’s office made the examination room feel like the inside of a meat locker. But the beads of sweat on her forehead kept popping up. It was as if her body didn’t believe it had escaped from the thick, muggy August heat.

Dr. Hamilton didn’t do the courtesy knock. She opened the door with such force that it banged against the wall and slammed shut before she was facing Beth.

“You have trichomoniasis,” she said, and then folded her arms tight across her chest. Like Beth, Dr. Hamilton was one of those white girls from West Virginia who could neck-swivel better than most black girls from Jersey. And like most white women with roots in the South, she had a no-nonsense demeanor that belied her ethnicity. She had been Beth’s first and only gynecologist. She’d known her since Beth was twelve.

Beth pretended to be shocked and confused, raising a hand to her mouth and looking around the tiny room as if the explanation for her latest malady could be found in the glass container of cotton balls or the box of disposable gloves.

“You haven’t had enough, Beth?” Dr. Hamilton’s eyes bored holes into the top of her head. “Will you leave him before or after he gives you HIV?”

Beth flipped up her head to the ceiling and then leveled it at Dr. Hamilton.

“My period is late,” she said. “I thought I should come in because—”

Dr. Hamilton let out a loud rush of breath—a snort that had tinges of a scream. She turned her back on Beth and went to the door.

“Yeah, you’re pregnant too. Get undressed. I’ll be back to examine you.”

Beth carefully took off her tracksuit. Beth’s closet was lined with her uniform: tracksuits in vinyl, cotton, and velour. She knew a Juicy sweat suit wasn’t exactly the height of couture. Especially among the other wives in the New Jersey enclave she lived in, also known as Rappers Row because so many artists lived there. But Beth couldn’t compete with those women anyway. They bought new bags every three months, something Beth couldn’t understand. If it was still functional, why would you buy a new pocketbook? Because it was seasonal? And Beth couldn’t fathom wearing stilettos, skirts, or dresses any more than she could fathom buying a new purse just because the season had changed. Beth had enough money to walk into Gucci and leave it completely empty. She was sent dresses and sumptuous leather boots by designers every week. They were all dutifully boxed up and sent to her friends back home in West Virginia. Tracksuits were good enough for her. They were easy and comfortable and hid her body well.

Beth was from Miracle Run, a mining town in West Virginia. Halfway between Ragtown and Bula, Miracle Run didn’t quite live up to its name. No miracles. And nowhere to run. Nothing but dirt, rattlers, and of course coal; a thin layer of dust hung in the air at all times, clogging your ears, your brain, and your way of thinking.

Now, in Dr. Hamilton’s office, Beth was many years and five hundred miles away from Miracle Run. She lived in a McMansion purchased with the profits of her husband’s tour dates and royalties. She had a staff of people running her massive house, just three doors away from Reverend Run. But she still felt like she needed to protect herself from dirt. In her life, it was everywhere. She knew women like Kimora Simmons snickered at her. But she wore her jumpsuits anyway. And Timberlands too.

Beth closed her eyes tight and stripped off her bra and panties, stuffing them inside the folds of her tracksuit. On Oprah she’d once heard that almost all women were fussy about the way they arranged their clothing before a gynecological exam. No one ever left panties on the outside of that sad little bundle of clothing. Even though they were about to have their legs splayed and their orifices probed, somehow visible underwear would make them feel even more vulnerable. Beth pulled the gown over her body and scooted her butt down low to the edge of the table so Dr. Hamilton wouldn’t have to tell her to. She stared at the ceiling, calculating. If I’m pregnant, the baby was conceived in early July. Had to be like the first of the month, ’cause that was the same day Z came back from Anguilla.

She listened closely to see if she could hear Dr. Hamilton out in the hall. When she was sure she heard nothing, she hopped up, went into the pocket of her track pants, and took out a crumpled sheet of paper. She positioned herself back on the table just as Dr. Hamilton did a courtesy one-knock and came back in.

“You’ve had seventeen urinary tract infections,” said Dr. Hamilton, sitting on the wheeled stool and rolling herself up to Beth. She put Beth’s feet in the stirrups and snapped on a pair of gloves.

“That’s genetic,” Beth said, bracing herself for the doctor’s touch.

Dr. Hamilton didn’t even pretend she was paying attention. “You’ve had gonorrhea, syphilis, and you may have HPV, which is the virus that causes cervical cancer. You’ve had seven yeast infections in the past two years because your husband refuses to get treated for it so he can stop passing it back to you.”

Dr. Hamilton did not tell Beth that she was going to put her hand inside her. Without warning, her left hand was deep inside Beth, probing. Her right hand was pressing into Beth’s abdomen. Usually Dr. Hamilton was quiet during the actual examination, her head cocked to one side as if she could hear Beth’s body speaking to her. But this time she talked straight through like she was giving a lecture.

“You come in here with things I can treat,” she said, her fingers on Beth’s cervix. “And then you come in here with things I can’t. Like herpes. Which, by the way, you will have forever, as I’m sure you know.”

Dr. Hamilton removed her fingers from Beth, peeled her gloves off, and let out a deep sigh. Beth pushed herself up to a sitting position, trying to keep the gown from slipping off.

“I’m not sure if I can continue to treat you,” said Dr. Hamilton, looking over Beth’s file. “If you won’t take any measures to protect yourself and stay healthy, I really don’t want any part of—”

“How far along am I?” Beth asked.

Dr. Hamilton rubbed one hand over her face, put her clipboard down on the counter behind her, and gave Beth a wan smile.

“About eight weeks.”

Beth grimaced. “Eight? Are you sure? We didn’t start trying until six weeks ago, which means the baby was conceived when? Like around the first? It couldn’t be mid-July, right?” Beth’s eyes swept the office for a calendar. “It would have to be around the first of the month—” Beth had her mouth running so fast, trying to get confirmation that she’d conceived during the right time, that she forgot about the paper in her hand until Dr. Hamilton took it away from her.

“What is this?” Dr. Hamilton glanced at the paper and then her face flushed. “A Chinese birth prediction chart? What the—” She rolled her eyes. “Do I really need to refer you to a psychiatrist?”

“That chart was buried in China seven thousand years ago and it’s ninety percent accurate,” Beth said, reaching for the paper. “I tried it with my mother and me and all my brothers and it came out right every time.”

Dr. Hamilton’s shoulders slumped. She leaned against the door to the room and clutched the clipboard to her chest.

“You have four healthy boys,” she said in a soft voice. “Beautiful boys. I delivered every one of them.”

They exchanged a brief look. In her third pregnancy, Beth had been pregnant with twins. Only one survived. Z blamed Dr. Hamilton. Beth did not.

“You cannot continue to subject yourself to that man’s disease-ridden flesh because he wants a little girl. You just can’t.”

Beth smoothed her hands across her hair, calculating her due date in her head. She felt it this time. She’d never felt like she was having a girl. But this time was different. Beth had read How to Choose the Sex of Your Baby by some guy named Shettles. He said that boy sperms were faster and more aggressive, so if penetration was deep, the boy sperms had a head start. If you just did it missionary style, there was a better chance for the girls to make it.

She’d done everything in the book. She didn’t actually have the whole book. She’d never read a whole book. But she had a photocopied packet of all the important stuff that she’d gotten from her best friend, Kipenzi. Kipenzi didn’t believe a word of it but thought it was entertaining.

For the past six months, she’d only let Z have sex on top of her. No doggie style, ever. He whined, begged, and complained regularly. On one occasion, when he was drunk, he grabbed her shoulders, forced her onto her stomach, and then put one hand underneath her to lift her up. She fought her way out of bed and ran into the room of their oldest son, Zander, and slept on the floor.

Seventeen-year-old Zander found his father passed out in front of the door to his brother Zakee’s room, naked and with vomit on his chest and in his three-inch afro. Zander dragged his father to the master bedroom before one of the other kids saw him there and freaked out.

She’d had sex with Z every day in the five days of her ovulation cycle, which meant she had to drive an hour from home to Electric Lady Studios in the Village every day for a quickie on the couch in the studio lounge. She’d kept him away from caffeinated beverages (the caffeine gave those pesky boy sperms an extra boost), and she’d douched with water and vinegar right before they’d had sex. (According to Shettles, the more acidic the woman’s body, the better chances for having a girl.)

Kipenzi had highlighted one line from the excerpt. Something about the chances of having a girl being increased if the woman did not have an orgasm. In the margins of the pages, Kipenzi had written “How do you stop yourself from coming?” That was one tip Beth didn’t have to worry about. She’d had three orgasms in her life. And only one of them was during sex with Z. (She’d had sex with only two other men in her entire life, both experiences that she actively tried to wipe from her memory.)

“Bethie?”

Hearing the doctor call her by her nickname, the name her mother used to call her, made her head snap up. For a half second she thought it was her mother calling her name, and her brain rushed with an overload of things she would tell her. I have four boys, Mommy. Just like you.

“I’m going to give you a prescription for the trich. Here’s some information about it,” Dr. Hamilton said, pressing some brochures into her hand. “Are you taking prenatals?”

Beth nodded. She’d been taking a prenatal vitamin every morning since she was fifteen and Dr. Hamilton told her she was pregnant with Zander.

“I’m going to refer you to Dr. Browning. He’s just joined this practice and he’s great. I want you to—”

Beth reached out and grabbed Dr. Hamilton’s shoulder. “No.”

Dr. Hamilton kept her eyes on her paperwork. “I really think he might be a better—”

“No.”

The doctor looked into Beth’s face. It was the same round, pasty face that had come into her office in Miracle Run almost fifteen years ago. At fifteen, Beth had already reached her full height, nearly six feet tall. Her mother had brought her in after finding her on the living room couch with Z.

“Caught her with that little nigger from New York City down here visiting family,” Beth’s mother said, her fat cheek packed with tobacco. “Need to know if she’s been fucking. So I can put her ass out directly.”

Beth’s mother told her to do a full pelvic exam. The young girl screamed bloody murder, bucking and jumping every time the doctor tried to put the speculum inside her.

When Dr. Hamilton told the mother that Beth was pregnant, the woman pulled her hand back as far as it would go and smacked Beth so hard that she rolled off the table and landed on the floor. Her gown came off and she was naked, crying and trying to scamper under the table to avoid her mother’s blows. Dr. Hamilton had to pull the woman off Beth and have her escorted from the office. The doctor had never allowed her back in.

But she continued to see Beth through the pregnancy and delivered her son, Zander, with her boyfriend Z standing right next to Beth, cheering Beth on and crying at the same time. Then Dr. Hamilton moved her offices to New Jersey, escaping coal mine country for her own reasons. She thought she’d never see Beth again.

But two years later in came Beth, pregnant for the second time. She was living in Queens with Z, in an apartment in Fresh Meadows. She rode out to Dr. Hamilton’s Englewood office in a new Acura, driven by Z’s manager. A year later she was pregnant with twins and being chauffeured to the office in a Lincoln Navigator.

Now she drove herself, in one of seven late-model luxury cars, and left the boys with their father or the nanny. Dr. Hamilton had watched Beth grow up. As with all her patients, in some morbid way she was also watching her die. But Beth seemed to be looking for a shortcut.

Dr. Hamilton took Beth’s hand off her shoulder and scribbled something on her clipboard.

“Your due date is early May,” she said. “Make an appointment with the receptionist for two weeks from today.”

Beth nodded and exhaled. Early May. That sounded right. It had to be. She kept her hands folded in her lap until the door closed and then reached for her underwear and began to get dressed. There was a knock and she froze. She grabbed the jacket to her tracksuit and held it up to her body. Dr. Hamilton kept her body outside the door and let her face peek through.

“What if it’s another boy?” she asked. Her eyebrows were creased.

“It won’t be. The law of averages is on my side,” Beth said.

“And if it’s a boy?”

“Z wants a girl so bad that I think he can will it to happen,” Beth said. “A boy is not an option. We have four already. Are you sure about eight weeks? I’m thinking more like six.”

“Eight weeks. Maybe more. Look. It could be a boy,” said Dr. Hamilton. “God is just fucking with you at this point. You have to decide if you want to keep creating new life. Or save your own.”

Dr. Hamilton closed the door and Beth pulled her legs through her pants and knotted them. She took out the elastic holding her hair back, smoothed her hair down with both hands, and then replaced the band. While she reapplied lip balm and lotion she thought about what Dr. Hamilton said.

She knew the doctor thought she was a fool. Not for trying to have a girl. But for trying to have one with Z.

How exactly do you explain to a doctor that your husband is your hero? How do you explain what it feels like to see a little black boy with dusty hair talk shit to the white man who managed the general store when your own father was scared to ask his boss for a switch to the day shift? How do you fix your mouth to explain that the memory of seeing Z crack a bottle over the back of Leon Tucker’s head for poking Beth with a stick made you swell with pride years later?

And what about her boys? Z gave her a reason to take them and run at least once a month. But then what? Then she would become her own mother. What if she couldn’t handle single motherhood? Her mother had left her father and taken all the kids. A year later, the state had all the boys and Beth was pregnant.

Beth Saddlebrook had no confidence that she could raise her boys on her own. If nothing else, Z was their father. And in some ways, he was her father too.

Of course there were other women. Of course there was drama. Z was a dog. And as such, he was the leader of their pack. Four boys and a skittish den mother who kept coming up pregnant instead of remembering to replace her NuvaRing. It didn’t make sense. And Beth knew that.

She ambled out of the doctor’s office, her slew-foot gait making her seem nine months pregnant when she wasn’t even showing. She left a twenty-dollar bill on the counter and gestured to the nurse to make sure she saw it. Beth pressed a button on her cell phone and waited. She put the earpiece into her ear and took the stairs to the lobby instead of the elevator so she wouldn’t lose the call.

“Who dis?”

“Boo, it’s Beth. Where’s Z?”

“He’s in the basement. In the booth. I’ma tell him to hit you right back.”

“No. I need to talk to him now.”

“Beth, he don’t like it when I give him calls in the booth.”

“Boo, it’s an emergency.”

“Hold on.”

“This is Dylan, who is this?”

Beth rolled her eyes. “It’s me, Dylan. Put my husband on the phone.”

“Beth, can I please have him call you right back? I’ve been trying to get him to do these drops for three hours.”

“I’ll hold.”

Dylan, the other white girl in Z’s life, the one who always knew where he was, inhaled and then exhaled hard through her nose.

“Fine. Hold on, please.”

Beth was two miles away, pulling onto the parkway, when her husband finally picked up.

“Who is this?”

“Baby. It’s me.”

“What’s going on? You a’ight? I’m working I can’t talk.”

Z had a marble-mouth, rapid-fire delivery that made it nearly impossible for some people to understand him. Sometimes Beth wondered how he managed to sell millions of records when he could barely speak clearly.

“I just left the doctor. I’m pregnant.”

“Get the fuck out of here! God is good, baby. You know that? God is good.”

“I know. It’s just like your grandmother said. Four boys and then a girl.”

There was a silence on the other line.

“You know it’s a girl? How you know already?”

“I don’t know for sure. But Z, I feel it this time.”

“Yo. You know my grandmother was a powerful woman. She said I wouldn’t have nothing I really wanted till I had a baby girl. You heard her say that.”

“I know,” Beth said, “I remember. But Z, I mean, even if—”

“Don’t even play like that, mama. Don’t fucking play like that. My grandmother predicted my mother’s death. She predicted everything that ever happened in my life, so don’t even fucking act like you don’t know. Last thing she told me was that my daughter would save my life. I don’t even know what the fuck she meant. But we gotta have a baby girl, Beth.”

Beth kept her hands tight on the steering wheel. She heard Z inhale something.

“What was that?”

“A Newport, baby, just a cigarette, calm down.”

Beth took one hand off the steering wheel just long enough to bite at the cuticle of her thumbnail.

“Are you sure? It’s just a cigarette?”

“Don’t ride me, Beth.”

“I’m sorry, Z! I’m sorry. Calm down.”

“I can’t talk now. See you at the house.”

“I love you, baby.”

“Beth, I love you too. Sorry I yelled. You feel okay? You need Boo to get you something?”

“Are you coming home tonight?”

“Yes, baby, I’m coming straight home to kiss both my baby girls.”

Beth looked up into her rearview mirror to see the grin spreading across her face. She told her husband she loved him and continued home.

He didn’t come home for three days.

FACT: THERE WERE OTHER WOMEN. BETH KNEW THIS. HAD ALWAYS known it. And she’d turned a blind eye for years. He didn’t love them. He didn’t need them. He just fucked them. Sex was always a necessary evil for Beth. She’d lost her virginity at twelve to a beer buddy of her father’s who thought she was sixteen. Sex was what you did to calm your husband down, keep him home, or apologize. It was not for pleasuring yourself.

So he fucked other women. Fine. Beth just didn’t like blatant disrespect. One night in a hotel? Fine. Two nights and now the kids need an explanation? Not cool.

On the third night without her husband in bed with her, Beth turned off Frasier and pulled out her laptop. Her fingers flew over the keyboard, taking her to all the gossip sites she scoured. Theybf.com had a huge photo of her best friend, platinum-certified R&B singer Kipenzi, pulling her underwear out of her butt outside a CVS. Beth winced, knowing her friend would be mortified.

She scrolled through all the headlines, looking for her husband’s name. When she reached a story she’d read earlier that evening, she clicked out and went to mediatakeout (“You’ll never believe who has HERPES and IS SPREADING IT ON PURPOSE!!!!!!!” screamed the headline), then she went to perezhilton and finally concreteloop.

There, in the upper-right-hand corner of concreteloop, were three rotating pictures, highlighting the top stories on the site. A photo came up, under the title “Coupled Up!” And there was Z.

Beth clicked on the picture, enlarging it. She peered closely at her computer screen. Z was at a nightclub, wearing clothes Beth had never seen before. He’d often have Boo or Dylan buy him new clothes to avoid coming home. In the picture, he had his hand running through his thick afro while he leaned over to talk to a woman. The woman was standing on tiptoe, her hand cupping his ear. His mouth was wide with laughter.

Beth pulled up her knees and settled the computer on her lap. She brought the screen closer, practically to her nose, as if she could see down to the pixels and understand exactly why her husband was bold enough to be photographed at a club with another woman two days after she told him she was pregnant for the fifth time.

The woman was small and thin with creamy, cocoa brown skin. A long sheet of hair hung down her shoulders. One wide brown eye was visible above her hand. She had on fake eyelashes and tons of mascara.

From her profile, she seemed plain. This worried Beth. When she saw him hugged up with the cute ones, she never worried. They weren’t really interested in Z, just wanted to get their pictures on the gossip sites. Z was known to go a week without showering or brushing his teeth, just because. It was the plain ones, like this chick, that would hold their breath and deal with his stench just to get pregnant.

Z usually tired of his groupies before Beth could even catch one. But this one—this one she kept seeing around. Her picture was up in the studio; there were paparazzi shots of them at parties, premieres. Boo told Beth he’d been sleeping in the studio for three nights, overwhelmed by creativity and recording like mad. It was a lie. Beth knew he was with this woman.

And as always, Z was creeping with a black girl.

Beth tried to convince herself that it didn’t matter. But it did. She wondered if he was missing something from her. Is that why he cheated? He loved to run his hands in her stick-straight, naturally blond hair. He was constantly staring into her eyes and commenting on how beautiful they were—the color of some marble he had when he was seven. In bed, he’d hold her hand and point out the contrast of their skin. Damn, you pale as hell, he would say, smiling. He said it like it was a compliment. Like it was some worthy feat she’d accomplished down in the Miracle Run coal mines.

So why did he always cheat with black girls? Did he want to run his fingers through their nappy, kinky hair? Did he like to intertwine his hands through fingers that looked like his? What was it? Beth peered harder into her laptop and jumped when she heard her phone ring. She pressed talk immediately, not taking her eyes off her laptop.

“Yeah?”

“Beth, I’m so tired.”

“Kipenzi, you okay?”

“No.”

Beth moved her laptop to the bed and sat up straight.

“What’s wrong? Where’s Jake?”

“Jake’s in the studio. Beth, I don’t want to sing anymore.”

“Is this about the pictures online?”

Kipenzi groaned. “Pictures? From where?”

“Never mind. Are you okay?”

“I’m over it, Beth,” Kipenzi said. “I’m really over it. My feet hurt. My throat hurts. I just want to sleep.”

“You need a vacation,” Beth said.

“No, I need a retirement plan.”

“Sleep on it, Kipenzi,” Beth said. “Call me first thing in the morning. I’ll bet you’ll feel different.”

Kipenzi hung up and Beth refreshed her Internet connection and did a final lap across all the gossip sites, ending at mediatakeout. (“DOES she have HEMMERRHOIDS!?!? You will NEVER BELIEVE who was caught DIGGING UP HER BUTT at a pharmacy. NASTY!!!! Click here for exclusive photos!!!!!!!”) Beth closed her laptop, slid it into the drawer of her nightstand, and turned to her side, holding her belly as she slept.
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“MS. HILL, IT’S NOW TEN FORTY-FIVE.”

The bundle wrapped in Leron custom bed linens didn’t move. Ian cleared his throat. And then cleared it again. In seven years, he’d never had to wake his employer. At six a.m. each morning, she packed fresh mint leaves in a tiny teapot her boyfriend Jake had made for her. She was usually wrapped in a thick robe and reading the New York Times over a cup when he came into the apartment. So when Ian came in, the smell of mint was usually wafting through the penthouse in Trump Tower. But this morning there was no smell at all.

“Ms. Hill?”

Ian’s heart flipped over once. And then he forced himself to remain composed. If something was wrong, if she was . . .

Ian thought of his binders. Lined up on a shelf in Kipenzi’s office were ten black binders with her company logo on the spine. Each one contained vital information that was indispensable to a different aspect of Kipenzi’s life. There was the travel binder, which listed all the resorts Kipenzi loved, the hotels she hated, and the numbers to all the private jet companies she used. There was the personnel binder: a collection of all the hairstylists, manicurists, waxers, and stylists that Kipenzi used in seven major American cities. When her personal stylists were unavailable, it was Ian’s responsibility to fly in one of the women or men on the carefully numbered list. There was a hair weave binder, with samples of yaki and remy hair glued down. In that binder, there were contact numbers for dealers who dealt directly with swamis in India who sold the hair their faithful cut off out of religious devotion.

There was a tenth binder, one Ian had never used. Over mint tea one morning six years ago, Kipenzi had told him everything she wanted him to do in the case of her death. Ian had taken copious notes, nodding solemnly. He spent the rest of the afternoon typing, printing, and hole-punching her notes and organizing the binder with binder tabs labeled Music, Guests, Poems, Funeral Parlors, Pallbearers.

Ian knew that if he needed that binder, he’d have to take a shot of vodka from the bar in her screening room first.

He leaned in close and stared at the bundle. Ian let out a silent sigh of relief when he saw the bundle gently rise and then fall. She was breathing.

“Ms. Hill, if you need to sleep in today—”

“I’m awake.”

Kipenzi’s voice was so clear that Ian was startled. He expected her voice to be thick and groggy. Ian took a step back to the bedroom door, in case she wasn’t properly dressed.

“Oh. I—it’s close to eleven and I thought—”

Kipenzi yanked the linens off her head and sat up straight in one jagged motion. Her hair, a web of long, tight spiral curls, was a fuzzy nest, some of the ringlets covering her heart-shaped face.

“Ian. I’m done.”

“Excuse me?”

“Terminado, fini, acabado. Done.”

“Done with sleeping?”

“No. Done with everything.”

Ian raised one eyebrow and waited for Kipenzi to speak. She tried to blow a piece of hair out of her face. It rose slightly and then fell back over her nose.

“I’m done with this hair, first of all,” Kipenzi said. She lifted a curl and then let it drop to her shoulder.

Ian turned to leave the room. “I’ll have Samantha summoned for the afternoon to tend to your hair.”

Kipenzi growled: a sound Ian had never heard come out of her mouth.

“I don’t want someone to do this hair. I want every track, bead, sewn-in, glued-in lace front out of my head immediately. I want my hair—the strands that naturally grow out of my scalp—to be styled. Can you handle that, Ian?”

Ian kept his back to his client. “Is there anything else I can get for you, Ms. Hill?”

“Do you even understand how draining it is to drag around this fake hair everywhere I go?” Kipenzi asked. “It’s itchy. It feels wrong on my neck. Makes me break out. I feel like I’m trapped in a Halloween costume.”

Ian nodded without turning around. “Anything else?”

“I need you to call Melinda and tell her that I’m done recording for Musictown.”

Ian turned around. “Excuse me?”

“Now I have your attention,” Kipenzi said. “Sit down, please.”

Ian eased over to a lilac settee near the floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the Hudson River. He sat down, crossed one leg over the other, and clasped his hands together.

“I do not want to sing professionally anymore,” Kipenzi said. “Ever. Not another concert. Not another studio session. No more tours, no more albums. Nothing. I’m done.”

Ian nodded slowly.

“I don’t want to watch my weight. I want to eat carbs on a daily basis. I want to gain weight in winter and lose it in summer. I want to walk through Central Park, with my dog, and not be disturbed. I do not want security to trail me everywhere I go.”

“I can see how—”

“Ian. Can you please not interrupt me? This is, like, an existential crisis for me and I’m finally verbalizing how my life is, like, totally fucked up. So if you could just let me get this out, I’d really appreciate it.”

Ian closed his eyes for three seconds as an apology.

“I do not want to get dressed up every time I leave the house. I don’t want to wear stilettos. I want to wear jeans. And Converse sneakers. High-tops. I always liked that look. And white tank tops. I don’t want to wear foundation, mascara, fake eyelashes, and lipstick. I hate lipstick. It feels foreign on my lips and I always end up smudging it.”

Kipenzi stopped speaking and stared at Ian. He opened his mouth to speak and then stopped.

“You can say something now.”

“What can I do to help you?”

“Who is in my apartment right now?”

“Your diction tutor is in the kitchen. You’re supposed to go over the tapes you recorded.”

“Fuck that. I’m done with that. I’ll keep my southern accent. I like saying y’all. It’s cute. It’s who I am. I’m southern, dammit.”

“You’re auditioning for a role, so—”

“I know why I wanted her yesterday. But this is today. A new day. I don’t want anyone to train my accent out of me. I’m done with that. Who else is here?”

“Mali, Josephine Bennett’s assistant. She has sketches for the bridal dress you are modeling in her show during Fashion Week.”

“Not going. Sorry. Next.”

“Mrs. Bennett will be quite disappointed.”

“I’ll send her some flowers. Next.”

“Your trainer. He’s going over the menu with the chef. This is an all-protein week.”

“Fuck that. I want a cinnamon roll from Au Bon Pain. Can you please get Elizabeth to get me one?”

“They don’t carry them anymore.”

“What?” Kipenzi placed her hands on either side of her body on the bed and gave Ian a dramatic wide-eyed look of desperation. “Since when?”

“It’s been a while. The mayor banned trans fats. The folks at Au Bon Pain couldn’t make them taste the same with any other kind of fat. So they just took them off the menu.”

Kipenzi swung her feet over the side of her bed, planted them on the floor, and then rested her chin in her hands.

“Can you tell Elizabeth to get the recipe and use trans fat and make me a cinnamon roll?”

“Yes.”

“And can you call Melinda and tell her I quit?”

“No. I can’t do that.”

“Why not?”

“Ms. Hill, are you not feeling well this morning?”

Kipenzi stood up and stretched. Then she clasped her hands behind her back and put one of her feet into both hands. She pulled her leg up and up and up until it was fully extended over her head in a move called a six o’clock because her legs were perfectly vertical like the hands of a clock at that hour. She released her leg and then gave Ian a wide smile.

“I feel wonderful. I feel relaxed.”

“You also have some designers waiting in your office for you. They had staggered appointments from eight a.m. to ten thirty to show you their ideas for the redesign of your office.”

Kipenzi twisted her lips to the side. “What time is it?”

“It’s eleven.”

“And they waited all this time?”

“Of course. I told them you were running behind schedule.”

“And because I’m Kipenzi Joy Hill, they are waiting for me.” Kipenzi gave Ian jazz hands. “ ’Cause I’m a stah!”

Ian ran his hands over his hair and raised his eyebrows.

“Oh God, Ian. Stay with me. I’m not crazy, okay?”

“Okay.”

“I just don’t want to deal with this business anymore. I’ve been working since before I could walk. Did you know that?”

“Yes, I did.”

“I was on Family Matters. I played a baby whose father was dating Aunt Rachel.”

“You’ve told me several times.”

“Ian, how long does the typical American work before retiring?”

“You can receive Social Security benefits beginning at age sixty-two. Assuming you start working at twenty-one, that would be forty-four years.”

Kipenzi’s mouth dropped. “That’s insane.”

Ian let his head dip to one side and shrugged his shoulders. “It is difficult for the common man.”

“What about early retirement?”

“Depends on the company you work for. They can offer you a package.”

“Great. So my company is giving me an early retirement. I offered. I accepted. Beginning today.”

“And the people who work for you?”

“I’ll still need you, Ian. But everyone else can go kick rocks.”

“A bit harsh, no?”

“Yes. Very harsh. That’s exactly how I’m feeling this morning. Harsh.”

“With all due respect, Ms. Hill. You have a staff that depends on you to feed their families.”

Kipenzi closed her eyes for a moment and then ran her hands across her hair. “I understand that. I do. But I have to do what’s right for me right now. I don’t know if I’ve ever done that, Ian. I don’t think I’ve ever made a decision that was based on what was best for me.”

“Understood. Should I dismiss everyone downstairs?”

Kipenzi walked into her closet and began to look around. “Yes, please. And can you get Elizabeth to get me a pair of pink high-top Converses?”

“Should I reschedule the designers?”

Kipenzi turned around. “You know what? I think I will meet with them. I’d like to see their idea of what would make a good office for a stah like me.”

“Maybe you should wait.”

“No, no, no, don’t start, Ian. I’m just different. Don’t you ever wake up and just feel different?”

Kipenzi didn’t wait for a response. She found a pair of jeans in a built-in drawer at the back of her cedar-lined closet. She put on a T-shirt, a souvenir from her last tour that was hanging up as a decoration.

“Shall we?” she said to Ian.

“Would you like me to get you a pair of slippers?” Ian asked, gesturing to her bare feet.

“How often are the floors in this apartment cleaned, Ian?”

“Twice a day.”

“I think my feet will be just fine.”

Ian put his hand on his hip and Kipenzi slipped her arm inside.

“Front staircase or rear?”

“Front,” Kipenzi said, smoothing back her hair with one hand. “Just because I’m retiring doesn’t mean I don’t like to make an entrance.”

Ian gave Kipenzi a look. That line was written in one of her binders, but he wasn’t sure which one. Maybe it was one of the inspirational quotes she liked to collect for interviews. He dismissed the creepy feeling the quote gave him and then led his client down the spiral staircase into her new life as a retiree.

KIPENZI NODDED HER HEAD UP AND DOWN, ALTHOUGH SHE COULDN’T hear a word the designer was saying to her. The woman had on bright red lipstick. It was applied too thick, like she’d done it with her fist while driving around midtown Manhattan, looking for a parking spot.

Physically, Kipenzi Joy Hill was in the living room of her apartment, expertly designed by Sills Huniford in all white, cream, and shades of beige. Natural, the designer had said to her. We’ll use natural for the window treatments. “Is that the same color as flesh?” Kipenzi had asked her. The decorator had just smiled. She didn’t get it.

Mentally, she was everywhere but her living room. She was three years old, sitting next to Bill Cosby, waiting for a scene to begin in which she was playing Rudy’s best friend at a sleepover. She was seven, belting out “The Greatest Love of All” on Star Search and getting a perfect four stars from Ed McMahon seven weeks in a row. She was fifteen, losing her virginity to her boyfriend in the back of his tour bus. Her group, Love and Happiness, was opening for his. He teased her about being his opening act. Now he was releasing singles on his myspace page while Kipenzi was selling out arenas as a solo artist.

“How long have you been doing this?” Kipenzi asked the designer, who was holding up a large piece of foam core with sketches on it. The designer slowly lowered the paper, as if she’d known all along that Kipenzi wasn’t really paying attention to her.

“I gave you a copy of my resume. I have over twenty years of experience.”

“Right. What do you think of a SpongeBob theme in here?”

“SpongeBob.” The designer looked around the living room as if she expected someone to pop out and clue her in on the practical joke.

“Yes, SpongeBob SquarePants. You know, that little yellow—”

“Right. I know SpongeBob.”

“I’m thinking bright yellow on the walls. And the office can be an exact replica of his little pineapple under the sea.”

“I’m not sure if I know what that would consist of . . .”

“I know he has a television that looks like it’s inside of a diver’s helmet. That’s pretty cute.” Kipenzi looked up at the ceiling. “And I know he has bamboo wallpaper. That would be fun. We could get Pierre Deux to make us a custom roll.”

The designer blinked a few times and then smiled. She had a bit of red lipstick on her front teeth. “I think that could be very kitschy and cool!” she blurted.

Kipenzi’s heart sank. Her worst fears were true. Her life was a joke. This woman, lipstick on her teeth and all, was a professional. She’d graduated from Parsons. Owned her own firm. Came highly recommended. And yet she was willing to sit here and agree to convert her client’s study into an ode to a cartoon character. She wouldn’t dream of telling Kipenzi that it was nouveau, déclassé, or just silly. Because her client was a stah, the woman would tell her whatever she wanted to hear. And that made Kipenzi sad.

“Fame is a motherfucker,” Kipenzi whispered.

“Excuse me?”

“Do you play an instrument?” Kipenzi asked.

“Took piano and violin lessons for years.”

“Do you still play?”

“I can plink out a few things.”

“I think I’d like to teach piano,” Kipenzi said.

“Think you’d have time for that?”

“I’m making time. Starting today.”

“That’s … that’s great. I think that’s a great idea.”

Kipenzi leaned over and put her elbows on her knees. “You do? You think it’s a good idea to walk away from my career and do what I really want? Teach piano and voice lessons to kids?”

“I’d imagine you might miss … your fans?”

Kipenzi shuddered. “When I do a show, I look out in the audience and I see people with their mouths gaping open. They all look like reflections in a fun house mirror. Wearing those masks from Scream.”

“That doesn’t seem like fun.”

“It’s not. I mean it used to be. But it hasn’t been for a long time.”

The designer put her hands down in her lap and looked up at Kipenzi. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

“I have a bunion,” Kipenzi said, holding up her foot to show the swollen bone area on the side of her left big toe. “It bleeds after I dance on it for an hour. I’ve had surgery twice. Still all screwed up.”

The designer winced when she looked at Kipenzi’s toe, bulbous and purple from years of abuse. “That looks like it hurts.”

Kipenzi shrugged. “I’m used to it now. Thanks for coming by and thanks for waiting for me. I slept in today.”

“Oh. You were … sleeping.”

“Yes. I am very, very tired. What’s your name again?”

“Denise. Denise McMillian.”

“Denise, I am tired down to the marrow of my bones. I could sleep for three weeks.”

“I understand.”

Ian showed the designer out and dismissed the others.

“Anything else?” Ian asked, as he watched his client crawl onto the loveseat in her bedroom and pick up her Hello Kitty telephone.

“One more cup of mint tea would be awesome,” Kipenzi said. Ian nodded and left the room as she picked up the phone.

“Jake. Do you love me for who I am or for what I represent to you?”

“You. I love you. I gotta go.”

Her boyfriend hung up before she could say another word. Kipenzi used a pencil to stab the keys on her phone once again.

“Beth, are you busy?”

Beth yawned. “Just taking a nap. You feel better today? Had me worried last night.”

“I’m thinking of doing my office over in a SpongeBob theme. What do you think?”

“That’s the stupidest shit I’ve ever heard in my life.”

“But I like SpongeBob.”

“Hell, so does Zach. Doesn’t mean it makes sense. Kipenzi, what are you smoking?”

“Love you,” Kipenzi said.

“Call you later.”

“Zander’s on his way over there,” said Beth. “Wants to know what you think of his new music.”

“The stuff he’s doing with his little girlfriend?”

“Yeah.”

“Okay. I gotta make a few more calls.”

Kipenzi took a deep breath and stabbed the keypad once again.

“Mommy? It’s Penzi. Is Daddy there? Tell him to pick up.”

“Peaches, how you feeling?” Kipenzi’s father’s deep voice boomed out and she had to hold the phone away from her ear a bit.

“Mom, Dad, I’m thinking of doing a cartoon theme in my home office. SpongeBob. What do you think?”

“I think if you say you want to do it, then it must be hot,” John Hill said with a laugh. “You could probably do a spread in People and get a licensing deal with the show!”

“Always thinking business, right, Daddy?”

“You better believe it, Peaches. Speaking of, I need to go over some contracts with you. When can you—”

“I’m taking a day off, Daddy. Call you tomorrow!” Kipenzi made kissing noises into the phone over his protests and then hung up.

An hour later Kipenzi’s beloved godson, oldest son of her best friend, Beth, appeared in the door of her study. Zander had an ear-to-ear grin, and his smooth, ebony skin made his smile seem even brighter. It was the same kind of smile he used to give her when she would pick him up from Fresh Meadows for a day in the park.

“Zander, get in here.”

Zander glanced behind him and then looked at Kipenzi. “I brought someone with me …”

Kipenzi rolled her eyes. “Bring her in, Zander!”

Zander slinked his way across the room, clutching his girlfriend’s hand tight. He managed to lead them both to a loveseat and sank down, his eyes on the floor.

“A proper introduction, please,” Kipenzi said.

“Auntie, this is Bunny Clifton. Bunny, this is my aunt Kipenzi.”

Kipenzi reached over the coffee table with an outstretched hand. Bunny was light brown, with a blond weave styled almost identically to Kipenzi’s. She grabbed Kipenzi’s hand with both of hers.

“Is that your real name?”

Bunny smiled. “Yes. I’m from Jamaica. Named after Bunny Wailer.”

Kipenzi nodded. “Nice.”

“It’s so nice to meet you, Ms. Hill. I love everything you’ve ever done.”

“Really? You heard my first album? It was a piece of crap.”

“I don’t agree,” Bunny said, shaking her head. “I loved your first album.”

“It’s not even worth using as a coaster. But thank you. I like what you’re doing too.”

“You’ve heard my stuff?” Bunny asked, her voice near squealing.

“Yo, chill,” Zander said, rolling his eyes.

“Yes, I have. I heard the stuff you and Zan put up on YouTube.”

Zander put his head in his lap. “You hate it,” he said, his voice muffled.

“I don’t hate it,” Kipenzi said.

“You don’t love it.”

“No, I don’t love it. But I could love it. It needs work. First of all, you guys need a better engineer.”

Zander lifted his head. “I used my dad’s engineer.”
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