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To
 Little Kev, my heart
 Big Kev, my rock
 And to all my fans,
 without you none of this would be possible.














FROM RITZ HARPER CHRONICLES, BOOK II:







The last time Ritz Harper was in a hospital she was clinging to life, riddled with bullets. She didn’t even visit the hospital during her aunt’s last days; she hated it so much. Ritz hated the smell, she hated the nurses, she hated the whole scene. Sure, she got star treatment, the special private room with all of the amenities. But it was still a hospital.


This occasion, however, made it bearable.


Ritz was there doing something she never thought she would ever do—have a baby. She delivered in a room by herself, just as she wanted. There was only her doctor, a nurse, and an anesthesiologist. Yes, she was having an epidural. All of the pushing and hollering and that natural-childbirth shit was for the birds, she thought. I want this baby to slide out pain-free. But even with the epidural, Ritz swore it felt as if she were pushing an Escalade through her coochie. And she wasn’t sure, but she thought she pushed so hard that she even shit on the delivery table.




All of the trauma and the pain and the embarrassment were erased as with amnesia because all Ritz could remember before she passed out was the doctor saying, “You did great! It’s a girl!”


Ritz woke up in her private room. A nurse came in, holding a little bundle in a blanket, talking about feeding time. Ritz had not planned on breast-feeding, not with her implants just getting settled after one of them had been replaced following the shooting. It was bad enough that she had to mess up her figure for a few months, and God knew how long it would take before she’d be back to her diva shape. She also knew that a little nip and tuck would be in order after she fully recovered.


“Whatever God didn’t do, I know some doctor will fix,” she said to herself, knowing she would at the very least have a tummy tuck, a butt lift, and some liposuction around her thighs.


The nurse had no expression as she handed Ritz her baby.


“The doctor will be in in a moment to speak with you,” said the nurse solemnly before leaving the room.


Ritz looked puzzled. She held her baby and a serene sense of joy washed over her. Ritz was surprised. She didn’t know she would feel this way. Unconditional love? Was this what that felt like? Ritz realized that she never experienced this before in her entire life. Ritz was alone. Derek wanted to be around. He wanted to be a father, but Ritz couldn’t see herself with him. He was a drug dealer, after all. And young, too young. She had decided she would raise this baby by herself. The way Chip Fields raised Kim and Alexis. Hell, they might be clones for all we knew because those girls looked as if Chip had spit them out, and there was no daddy around and both of them turned out all right, Ritz thought. My little Madalyn will be just fine.


Madalyn, in honor of a woman whom Ritz never got a chance to tell just how much she meant to her. Aunt Maddie, perhaps the most understanding, loving example, and the kind of woman that Ritz knew she was incapable of being but might get close to in an attempt to be a mommy. She owed that much to Little Madalyn.


“You’re going to get the very best of everything, little girl—including me,” Ritz whispered to her baby. “I will never leave you!”


Ritz snuggled her baby gently in her arms. She pulled back the blanket to get a better look at her Little Madalyn. It was the first time Ritz had really got to see her daughter. She stared into a face less than an hour into this world. She had a striking form. Ritz was looking into a mirror when she looked into the face of her baby girl, who had the same pretty, smooth complexion, a few shades lighter. The little girl even looked to have the beginnings of the same deep dimples that Ritz had.


Ritz saw herself for perhaps the first time in her life. In a pure form. She saw herself in a way she’d never expected. This baby had an innocence that Ritz could hardly identify with, but it seemed to crack open a window inside Ritz. It began to melt that solid-ice-cold heart Ritz had developed over the years. Ritz knew for the first time that she had never known love until this day.


She was madly, wildly in love with her baby.
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Six months later…


The brass urn was positioned on a table in the bay window in the seating area of Ritz’s bedroom suite. It sat as a rare artifact, a showcase piece. It had replaced the bassinet that had held court there for so many months until her uncle Cecil begged her to get rid of it.


“Baby, you have to move on,” he told her. “Please, Ritzy. Give it to charity. You can’t keep torturing yourself like this.”


Yes, I can, Ritz said to herself.


So she replaced one symbol of the only thing she ever truly loved with yet another. Ritz allowed Uncle Cecil to pack up the baby’s bed—along with the baby clothes, the Tiffany’s silver baby rattle, and the hundreds of other gifts Ritz had received from colleagues, acquaintances, and even fans. He packed it all up and sent it off to Goodwill. But Ritz would never let go of her little girl.


She walked over to the window, picked up the brass urn, and held it. She put it to her ear and shook it gently. It sounded like a baby’s rattle. Hard particles were among the ash. She wondered what those things were. Little bone fragments? Tiny teeth? One day, perhaps, her curiosity would get the better of her, and she would open the urn and see what was inside. She would touch what was in there, hoping to feel something again.


She thought about her baby, who shared her face, right down to the dimples, and what she might have wanted to be. Would she have been smart, a doctor or scientist perhaps? Would she have been an actress or a model? During those months after the birth of her child, Ritz had made so many promises. She was going to be there—her career would take a backseat.


She was going to raise her child. There would be no nanny. She was going to teach her how to count, how to read. Ritz imagined all of the mother-daughter conversations she would have with her daughter about life. She would tell her everything she needed to know, and it wouldn’t be in the old-fashioned, keeping-secrets way she was raised. There would be no secrets. But none of that was to be.




The last six months had been tough—watching her baby girl fight daily for her life while hooked up to machines, being probed by doctors and specialists. None of them had given her more than a few weeks. It was a rare disease that no adult had survived, let alone a baby. Yet four months later, Little Madalyn Harper was still holding on—a fighter, just like her mother. But she lost her battle.


And Ritz almost checked out with her baby. It was that last card atop a house of cards that threatened to crumble Ritz’s entire world.


“What doesn’t kill you will only make you stronger,” Aunt Maddie had told Ritz on so many occasions that Ritz thought her aunt had created the phrase.


Still, Ritz couldn’t get out of bed for two weeks. She was practically catatonic. And every day she remained in bed, another piece of her heart calloused over until the whole thing was just one hard shell.


Nothing could penetrate Ritz Harper’s heart again. Nothing was left to hurt—making her more dangerous than ever. She had nothing real to live for, but got up out of that bed under a new kind of energy. It wasn’t quite revenge. Because whom would she be getting back at? God? Perhaps. But it was close. She got out of that bed with a new drive, a new determination that could not be stopped. Her career—the one she was willing to walk away from when Little Madalyn was born—would now become her baby.


Ritz Harper would feed and clothe it, put everything she had into it. She would be back on top. And she had a lot of work to do.


So on this night, Ritz would reveal her bold career ambitions to Chas; and if Chas wasn’t on the same page, he could keep it moving.
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Chas James picks up his cell in midstroke to see who was calling. He wasn’t going to stop what he was doing; he saw it was Ritz and stopped in his tracks.


“What’s the matter, daddy?” said the small, but well-muscled, brown-skinned man who had spent the last fifteen minutes with his face in a pillow while Chas drilled him from behind. “Why’d you stop? It was feeling so good!”


Chas, not one for explanations, pulled out. He was rock hard, and instincts and even his body wanted him to finish what he’d started, but there was plenty of time for that. Ritz was calling and he had to call her back. He headed to the bathroom.


“Get dressed,” he said dismissively. “I’ve got something to do. I’ll call you.”


The small, brown man had just met Chas the night before, but something in his tone let him know he should just dress and wait for a call—one that might not ever come.


Chas took a quick shower and dialed Ritz. He hadn’t spoken to her in six months. Ritz had disappeared. She wanted to be left alone, and Chas respected her space. At the same time, he resented being left high and dry. Ritz was his primary source of income. She was his cash cow. Her meteoric rise had helped fund his lifestyle.


Through his salary as Ritz’s producer and the lumps of cash he pocketed for her appearances and the other freebies and perks from being in the Ritz circle, Chas was able to build his own mini-empire. He had an apartment in trendy Battery Park Village in a building with a view of the Brooklyn Bridge and the East River. As a kid he used to daydream about this kind of view while looking out his Bronx tenement building into an alleyway.


Chas shared space with captains of industry, dotcom magnates, and a few people who had inherited money from wealthy parents. They called them the invisible rich because unlike the stars and the celebrities, they could walk the streets, and they rarely worried about paparazzi or autograph seekers. And many of them could buy and sell the average celebrity.


Chas loved it. He, too, was one of the invisibles. He put his creation out front to take the limelight, the flashbulbs, and, on one occasion, the bullets. While he collected his paper and did his thing.


His address was downtown, close enough to the Meatpacking District, the Village, and even Chelsea, where he would cruise nightly to feed his voracious appetite for sex. His sex drive was only surpassed by his drive to be wealthy and successful.


But both seemed to be drying up. In the six months of no-Ritz, Chas had been struggling. He hustled, going back into his bag of tricks and promoting parties. But it wasn’t nearly the kind of money he was used to, and it wasn’t the kind of money that would keep him living the way he had for the last few years.


Ritz was calling. This was good. Very good.
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She wants to come back? The thought was bittersweet. Sometimes he wished she hadn’t come back that first time. Maybe things would have been better for Chas—at least he was willing to bet on it.


As fucked-up as it was to even think, the reality was that Ritz’s death would have given Chas a clean slate. The last few years of Ritz’s rise had been messy, to say the least. Careers and lives had been ruined. Enemies were around every corner. There were few people whom Ritz hadn’t outed, ridiculed, jacked up, or messed over. Her death would have been poetic. For Chas, it would have been cleansing and a tremendous opportunity.


Shot down in a hail of bullets on a public New York City street, wearing one of her best furs, at the top of her game—the kind of story you would only find in a book or on the big screen. It would have been perfect, thought Chas.


He already had the public relations plan ready to go: Did gossip kill the Queen of Radio? Was freedom of speech being assassinated? Ritz would become an urban legend. Tapes from her last Ritz Harper Excursion show would become cult classics. Chas would become an overnight sensation. He’d give interviews all over the world about their last show. He would be like Puffy on the heels of Biggie’s murder.


Chas would host the most fabulous hot-pink-and-leopard-themed public memorial. He’d wear a ribbon and become a public advocate for free speech on the airwaves. And when he grew tired of the marches and the memorials, he’d pen a tell-all book about how Ritz was playing Russian roulette with her life all along and why he’d predicted her untimely death was only a matter of time…


But the bitch lived! And now she was calling on Chas to help her mount yet another comeback.


 


Not too long ago Chas James was the most envied man in the industry. He’d groomed Ritz Harper. He was her Pygmalion, minus the eventual love story. But he’d formed her out of nothing—at least that’s the story he told himself. But just as Pygmalion’s Galatea was formed out of ivory, Ritz began as something pretty special, just in need of a little direction. Chas certainly provided the direction and the vision, but Ritz had to possess something in order to execute.


Ritz’s lack of shame and her strange sense of self-righteousness allowed her to say the things she did on the airwaves. And her audience appreciated not just the shock value, but the honesty.


When she cooed about a music mogul’s sex romp with one of his male rappers, Ritz did so primarily because she was sick of seeing him parade around as if he were a family man, and a ladies’ man.


“…and that goes out to Mr. Ladies’ Man himself! Yeah right! If you want to see the truth, y’all check out my Web site. I have pictures! Oooooh, how you doin’?!”


Most days Ruffin would sit in his office cringing while listening to the Excursion. It was the car accident he couldn’t keep from rubbernecking to see. This was not how he wanted to spend the twilight years of his career, presiding over garbage such as this. He would call Chas in weekly to discuss the direction of the show, and when Ritz would go too far, he would threaten suspension. But Ruff knew his hands were tied. Radio was a business, and one on the downturn at that, with the emergence of satellite, Internet, and iPods.


“Chas, you better rein her in!” he would say. “If I get one more threat of a lawsuit, I’m pulling the plug!”


But even Chas knew that Ruff didn’t have the balls to pull the plug. He may have hated the show, he may even have hated Ritz at times, but he and his station loved the revenue she generated.


But in the last few months, Ritz wasn’t bringing home the bacon. She was home in mourning. And as Janet said, “What have you done for me lately…” Ritz’s star had faded and her queendom was under attack. It was easy for Ruff to forget what she had been because, well, Ritz was turning out to be a has-been. She couldn’t get herself out of bed, and even her fans were showing themselves to be fair-weather.


So when Ruff got the call from Chas that Ritz was coming back, he wasn’t welcoming her with open arms. He was enjoying the break from Ritz.


The drive-by shooting and those months off the air actually kept the station on top with the constant media attention, updates, and reports. Everybody loves a victim and Ritz was the victim du jour. She came back from the shooting to anticipation and loads of backed-up venom. Ritz was more ferocious than ever with her new lease on life and determination to make whoever shot her pay with even more success and over-the-top commentary.


When it was announced she was pregnant, Ritz went from gossiper to subject as speculation swirled around who was her baby’s daddy. Ritz actually loved being in the middle of that fire and would pour gasoline on it every chance she got. And the ratings for the Excursion went through the roof.


But when she lost little Madalyn, she changed. Everything changed. After a couple of months of sympathy waned; people were itchy for another Ritz Harper comeback. But it never came. There wasn’t even a Ritz Harper sighting anywhere. People started to forget. They had overdosed on Ritz Harper and gone into recovery and seemed to have kicked their Ritz Harper habit.


A parade of up-and-coming radio personalities were waiting to take Ritz’s throne.


Now the queen wanted to come back. And Chas had to bring Ritz back to prove his worth as a producer. Ritz was his star, and he had to make her shine again—for his own sake.


The two had been inseparable at one time. Once, Chas and Ritz could finish each other’s sentences. They were so close they could practically read each other’s mind. Their relationship was organic. But she got huge and changed; he got jealous and changed. And drama happened. Neither of them saw the fork in the road coming, and it blindsided them.


But now Chas had to somehow get them back in the same car, heading in the same direction. He had to.
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Masa, an exquisite windowless restaurant nestled inside the Time Warner Center, was akin to a Japanese temple. Minimalist design, cool colors, and cloak-wearing servers set the divine backdrop for New York’s elite to experience the sushi of the gods.


There were no cell phones here. No menus. The chef, Masa Takayama, prepared what he deemed would be your feast for the night. The two-hour meal was guaranteed to be unforgettable—and at $1,000 per person, Masa Takayama never disappointed.


Most who visited the bustling mall never made it inside the twenty-six-seat restaurant; and only New York royalty could secure a last-minute table for two. Yet Chas pulled a few strings—the perks of sucking and fucking all the right men—to treat the tragic Queen of Radio to five-star sushi and priceless tranquillity. Chas knew that illusion and, more often than not, the delusion of grandeur was a powerful drug. Ritz could never know how far he had fallen. But more important, she could never know how far she had fallen.


By the looks of her, she hadn’t a clue. Ritz breezed into Zen with the grace of a gazelle and the air of royalty. She sported a simple black Chanel suit with eighteen-karat yellow gold and diamond-framed shades. The shades were sleek and small, barely covering her large doe eyes.


“Chanel, baby, from head to toe,” Chas cooed. “I love it!”


Ritz adored how much of a girlfriend Chas could be. She missed that part of their relationship. But she knew their relationship was on the brink of a change. Tonight was not about getting reacquainted, it was about making moves and taking things in a whole other direction.


“Yes and no,” Ritz said. “The glasses are number 23 style, Luxuriator.”


“Really?” Chas feigned adoration for a brand he knew nothing about. How had the student surpassed the master? Ritz used to wear off-the-rack duds, until he showed her how to dress like a star.




So what the fuck are Luxuriators? And who introduced her to that brand?


The sunglasses cost more than the suit, and they were a test to see if Chas was on his game. Ritz needed to know if Chas knew the brand she was rocking, or if he was out of his league. And if he was out of his league, would he be man enough to admit it? And if he couldn’t, could she still trust him? If he could pretend with her over something as silly as a brand, then would he lie about something big that could cost her? She needed to trust him.


A whisper interrupts the moment of truth.


“Lemon-water finger bowls,” said the pale, immaculately groomed server. “Your starter meal is being prepared.”


“Starter meal? Hmmm. How befitting,” said Ritz. “A starter meal for my starter life.”


Chas was also starting over—on Ritz’s tattered coattails.


“So are you ready to return? WHOT is ready to have you back,” Chas lied.


“Well, I’m not ready to go back to WHOT. Back is backwards,” Ritz said coolly. “I want to go to the next level. I want television.”


The waif server methodically removed the lemon-water finger bowls and set the table with bamboo utensils. Just as suddenly, he became one with the air and vanished.


“Television?! Ritz, are you out of your mind?” Chas raised his voice a little louder than he intended.




“What the fuck, Chas?” said Ritz, getting visibly angry. “You think I’m not good enough or something?”


“Um, I-I just prepared for your return to our show,” he said, trying to recover. “Your listeners miss you. It’s been a frenzy over there.”


Ritz caressed the lacquered bamboo utensil between her fingers.


“Chas, I was thinking, what if I didn’t make it? What if everything ended right there on that New York City street. Perhaps I was spared to do something else. Something bigger. I thought raising Madalyn would be it.”


“Go on,” Chas said, trying to seem intrigued.


“Mothers are not supposed to outlive their children,” she said, feeling herself being pulled back into that dark, sad place. “I held my daughter. I looked into her face. I saw me in that face. And I made a pact to sacrifice everything I own and ever wanted for her. For the first time I was letting someone in, Chas.


“And what does God do? He allows Madalyn to live long enough to show me that I could let someone in. And that changed me. Then I lose her. So now what, Chas? Now what? I can’t come back to the same old thing because I’m not the same old Ritz. I have to take the stakes higher. I have to have more. I have to be more.”


Chas was shaking his head. Did she really think she was going to walk away from WHOT and land a gig on television? She was hardly wanted back at the radio station. Ritz was toxic. Now Chas was sure she was also delusional. Losing her mind.


“I’m telling you this as your producer and your friend,” Chas said gingerly. “You’ve had a lot of trauma. It’s wearing on your face, and until you can get yourself tight again, yours is a face for radio. On TV, you can’t hide depression or even a long night on the town behind thirty-five-hundred-dollar Luxuriator shades.”


“I want a television talk show,” said Ritz, unfazed. “I want a studio audience so that I can see who I’m talking to, and they can see me.”


“What will they be looking at? The Queen of Radio in a free fall?”


Ritz sucked her teeth. So here it was, Chas’s pussy envy manifesting itself, Ritz thought.


“Here’s the deal, Ritz: You can bounce back or bow out,” he warned. “But you don’t start over. Not at this level of the game. I can’t be at your side for this bullshit fantasy of yours.”


“My thoughts exactly!” Ritz bit back.


Chas, realizing that Ritz was actually willing to move on without him, backed up.


“Ritz, let’s talk about this,” he said more calmly. “Why television? Why now? Do you realize how difficult things are going to be once you leave one career to jump-start another?”


Ritz removed her shades and rubbed her eyes, unconsciously smearing her eye makeup. Her enormous brown eyes were ablaze against the smudged kohl-black eyeliner and red-fox-fur extension eyelashes.


“I know I can do this, Chas. And what bothers me is that you can’t see it.”


“I know how hard we’ve worked to bring you to this point, and I know that you really can’t—”


“Can’t what?!” she said now, almost shouting. “Get to the next level? That’s the fucking problem! You don’t believe in me?!”


The server appeared out of nowhere and whispered, “Please keep your voices to a minimum. You are interrupting the ambience.”


Chas nodded in agreement. Ritz stared him down.


“Bring the food already,” she growled. “I’m starving!”


The server bowed and vanished.


“Ritz, this is the kind of spot that I’d like to return to, so please, let’s not do this here.”


“Chas, I appreciate what you’ve done for me, I won’t forget that. But there’s so much more to do. I think that you’re not ready for television, that you don’t have the connects or the heart, so you don’t want me to do it.”


“I have connects,” Chas managed. “I have plenty—”


“Then put me in a room with them. Let me show what I have to offer. Either roll with me or get the fuck out of the way, Chas!”


Chas slammed his hand on the table, sending a bamboo utensil to the floor. “Get the fuck out of the way? I am the way! I showed you the way!” he yelled. “You didn’t have shit going on before I came along. Don’t fucking forget that.”


“Did I slide out of your pussy, Chas? What makes you think that I would not have accomplished this without you? It’s not like you found me in the gutter, as some talentless bitch. Get over this God complex! So, yeah, either come with me and let’s do this together, or get the fuck out of the way!”


The server returned; this time he asked Chas and Ritz to leave.


Chas rose and placed a few C-notes in the server’s hand. “Please send my regrets to the chef,” he whispered in the server’s ear. “We meant no disrespect.”


Ritz remained seated and in full tantrum mode. “I want to eat something. I’ve been sitting here and my stomach is stuck to my fucking back!”


“Okay, okay, calm down,” Chas said. “Let’s go out into the mall and grab a bite.”


“And I want to meet with the studios, Chas. And I’m not going back to WHOT until I do.”


“Okay, Ritz,” he sighed. “I’ll make a few calls.”


 


Ritz wasn’t ready for television and neither was he—but Chas had to take Ritz to Hollywood or he was a failure. Funny how Ritz Harper’s success was her own but her failure was theirs to share.


Chas knew there was only one man to call—Rutger Blake.
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