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EDITORS’ NOTE


It shouldn’t hurt to be a woman, and as sisters in this great country, it is our collective responsibility to ensure that our daughters and sons know this statement to be absolutely true. Violence and abuse manifest themselves in a myriad of ways, and there isn’t always a raging red flag to alert us that someone we know or love might be in pending danger.


My Blue Suede Shoes seeks to shed light on various forms of abuse in relationships and to heal these hurts by focusing on the root cause of the abuser’s behavior and having him or her take responsibility for instituting the necessary self-change.


Whether it be child abuse, physical abuse, sexual abuse, or emotional abuse, domestic violence in any of its many manifestations is simply wrong, and as a people we must acknowledge it when we detect it in our communities and then take active steps to assist the victims in obtaining the help they need to remove themselves from relationships that cause them harm.


But help mustn’t only be provided for the victims of abuse. Many cases of domestic violence are perpetrated by those who have also been abused themselves. Causing pain to others thus becomes a vicious cycle, one that is difficult to break without intervention and assistance.


In this second volume of our Sister-4-Sister Empowerment Series, we not only seek to illustrate various aspects of domestic violence and abuse, we also strive to understand the motives behind the behavior and to find methods of eliminating the abuser’s need to inflict pain on others. It is our hope that the stories we’ve penned for this important volume of fiction are eye-opening and thought provoking in ways that are beneficial to you in your daily life.


So, as you go about your lives, may each of you place an arm of protection around your sisters and brothers in need, while praying for them the same safety, comfort, happiness, and protection that you seek for yourselves. May you be blessed with the utmost peace and balance, and as you navigate the harrowing roads to self-awareness and determination with CC, Zana, Charmaigne, and Monique . . . please . . . if you run across a sister who’s in trouble, don’t turn your back on her. Empower her! Be a Sister 4 your Sister. Share a copy of this book, and give her a pair of blue suede shoes.


Peace and balance, Tracy and TaRessa
www.empowerourselves.org
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Chapter ONE



Fantastic show, CC!”


Smiling expectantly, the producer handed tall, stylish Cornelia Christine Smart a bottle of Evian. The popular host of the TV gossip show Breakin’ It Down, CC opened the bottle and took a swig before extending a handshake to her guest.


“Thank you, Mr. Combs. I’m sure your new line of clothing will do well in this town. Especially now that you’ve been seen on my show.”


Mega-rap star and designer Sean Combs raised his eyebrows. “Yes, they would have never heard about me if it weren’t for you!” He laughed good-naturedly. “Thanks for the publicity.”


Stepping off the set, he walked into the gaggle of screaming women who had lingered for an autograph. CC Smart frowned as she watched him whip out a pen.


“Can someone get those people out of the hallway? It’s a fire hazard!” she yelled as she yanked the lavaliere mic from the lapel of her sapphire St. John knit suit. Grabbing her bottled water, she breezed by her wiry, freckle-faced producer. “Out of my way, Josh,” she said. “You didn’t go into my dressing room while I was on the set, did you?”


“No, ma’am. Just like you ordered. No one’s been in there. And there hasn’t been a peep from your daughter, either.”


“Good,” said CC, breathing easy. “She’s probably sleeping off the cold medicine I gave her.” Then, changing the subject, she added, “Who’ve we got tomorrow?”


Josh Clark consulted his clipboard. “We still got a call in to the mayor about his impending divorce. Oh, and a call in to Aisha Robinson. But she’s been ducking us since that shoplifting rap.”


“Forget the mayor. He’s been creepin’ for years. That’s not news. I want Aisha to come on the show. She needs to explain why the wife of an NFL player caught a case in Saks.” CC turned and wagged her French-tipped finger in her producer’s face. “I want her fat ass on my set tomorrow morning. No excuses. Everybody in this town answers CC’s calls. Everybody.”


“Yes, ma’am.”


“I’ve got to take Alizé home. Let Sidney handle the run-down meeting.”


Josh nodded. “Yes, of course. Your daughter looked pretty sick when you brought her in this morning. You don’t need to come back in today, we can handle it.”


“Of course I’ll be back. She’s just got a cold.” At her dressing room door, CC paused. Josh looked at her, expecting more orders.


“What are you waiting for? Get that thieving bitch on the line,” she said, dismissing him impatiently. Patting her meticulous weave, CC waited for Josh to turn the corner. Then, looking around surreptitiously, she opened her dressing room door.


It was just as she’d left it. On her dressing table, a tube of Mocha Promises foundation still sat open after she’d hurriedly applied it that morning. She always did her own make-up, hair, and dress—she didn’t trust the employees at the station to keep her secrets. Beneath her flawless complexion were dark, ugly blotches. Her ebony, bone-straight hair once belonged to a poor woman in India. Her ample breasts had cost her a small fortune.


She quickly straightened up the table. She hated for her workstation to be a mess, and that included her dressing room. She was known in the station to throw a fit when the staff left lipstick-rimmed coffee mugs on their own desks too long.


It took no time to organize her dressing table, but still her stomach felt antsy. She tried not to think about her daughter, Alizé, whose sniffling and whining had almost made CC miss the interview of a lifetime. Bigger than Mr. Combs and his new urbanwear.


She’d worked for a month to land that morning’s story. “Soul Killa” was the latest designer drug flooding the port city of Norfolk, Virginia, and she’d had the first, groundbreaking interview about its devastating effects. It was with a woman whose thirteen-year-old son had just died from an overdose. The interview had gone perfectly. The woman had melted into tears on the set. CC made a point to hug the woman maternally and let her own eyes well up in sympathy. And then, out of nowhere, the woman had fingered her son’s pusher. Said his name loud and clear. Live. On air.


Then she had followed that segment with an interview with Sean Combs. Wow. Her show had “Emmy” written all over it.


But the show almost hadn’t happened. This was the morning that her seven-year-old brat, Alizé, had decided to pull another one of her stunts. Faking a cough just to get out of going to school, the kid had dragged her ass so slow she’d missed the school bus.


Selfish bitch, CC thought. After all I do for her.


She threw her BlackBerry into her saddle-colored Coach purse and began to gather up her notes for the next day’s show. Suddenly she heard a tiny whimper. Her temper flaring, she got up and stomped to her coat closet, throwing the door open.


There, at the bottom of the closet beneath the coats, the seven-year-old sat holding her knees to her chest. She flinched as the door opened, raising her hands instinctively to protect herself.


“Didn’t I tell you to shut the hell up?” CC whispered behind clenched teeth.


“I was being quiet, Mommy,” said the child. “No one heard me in here, I promise.”


CC could see that Alizé had been crying. Good for her, she thought. I bet she won’t miss that bus again!


Sweat blotted the child’s forehead, and her dark, brown eyes were sunken with fever. Her thick braids were fuzzy and unkempt. It had been days since CC had had time to re-braid them.


“Just get up,” CC said. “I’m taking you home, and then I’ve got to get back to work. If I hear another peep out of you, I’ll slap you to the middle of next year.”


Suddenly there was a knock as Josh entered excitedly.


“Great news, CC! Aisha just called back and said she could show up. She said no one else is letting her tell her side of the story. I still have to talk to her attorney, but . . .”


Josh’s voice trailed off as he looked from CC to the closet. What was the little girl doing in there? Instinctively, he took a step back, realizing he might have just crossed CC Smart—something no one ever got away with.


Caught off guard, CC quickly recouped. Seeing that her lapdog producer was already intimidated, she surprised him with graciousness.


“That’s fantastic.” She smiled plastically. Then, bending down, she helped Alizé to her feet. “When I came back in here, she was sound asleep on the floor. Poor thing! Must have nodded off after hanging up her coat. Feeling better, sweetie?”


Alizé nodded without making eye contact with Josh. She stood like a wooden toy soldier as CC bent and hugged her tightly.


“All right, Josh,” said CC. “I have to get some food in her stomach. I’ll be back in no time.”


“That’s okay, CC,” Josh said. “She looks pretty sick. Maybe we should plan a rerun tomorrow. Call me if you end up at the doctor’s office.”


CC spun around. “She’s fine. I’ll be right back—count on it.”
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CC quickly dumped her daughter off at home, microwaved a packet of ramen noodles, and gathered a change of clothes for the evening.


“Eat up; I’ve got to get back to work,” she said. “And while I’m gone, drink plenty of liquids and stay in bed. Don’t call me—I’ve got a meeting after work.”


Back at work, she settled on the next day’s guests and changed for the evening. Jumping into her sky blue Cadillac Roadster, she sped toward the waterfront.


For the blacks who lived in the port city of Norfolk, Virginia, history was full of shuffling and reshuffling of their destinies to suit whites. In the colonial period, the city had thrived on importing slaves from the West Indies and exporting the fruit of their labor—tobacco, peanuts, and cotton.


In the 1800s, Virginia had been unsure what to do with the growing number of free blacks in the state. In its first program of “Negro removal,” the state decided to ship them all back to Africa. A Norfolk-born, black freeman, Joseph Jenkins Roberts, had made the best of it. He became the first president of the Republic of Liberia.


As she turned down Main Street, CC smiled to herself. Downtown Norfolk was undergoing a major redevelopment, which meant more Negro removal. But this time not all the Negroes were being broomed out. This Negro had gotten in on the ground floor of the funky, chic Gentry Square, with its ivy-covered lofts and renovated town houses.


Of course, not all Negroes were created equal. Her new, upscale neighborhood was still within walking distance of the projects. CC couldn’t wait until they swept out all of the hood rats on Temple Street. Or maybe the low-lifes would destroy themselves with guns and drugs—that would save everyone the trouble. As soon as the projects were gone, her property values would skyrocket.


CC turned onto Waterside Drive and headed toward the new Ellington Hotel overlooking the Elizabeth River. A group of black investors had built the project and spared no expense. Now, only four years later, the gamble had paid off. The Ellington was the hub of the city’s political and social life. It also had the metro area’s only five-star restaurant, the Poseidon.


The ladies’ lounge at the Poseidon was swirling with Caribbean blue glass, mosaic tiles, and sleek stainless steel. CC leaned carefully over the sink, trying not to let the splashes of water on the counter stain the front of her coral Donna Karan jacket.


“Sloppy bitches,” she muttered, tossing back the thick fall of her weave.


The dark-skinned, heavy-set restroom attendant stood against the wall, her bored eyes surrounded by plump moles. When CC cast her an impatient glance, the older woman jumped to attention and swabbed the area with a thick terry towel embroidered with the symbol of Poseidon—a pitchfork.


Satisfied, CC shooed the old woman away, then pulled her sequined cosmetic bag from her evening clutch. The reception for the new chairman of the board of TechTel was in full swing outside. He was reputed to be an elegant man, one of the few African-American CEOs of a Fortune 500 company. Black and single—ripe for the picking, CC thought as she eyed her face in the mirror.


Carefully, she painted Lovesick Ruby lip color along the Cupid’s bow of her mouth, then dabbed the pout of her bottom lip with Sunrise Shimmer. She blew herself a kiss and smiled with satisfaction. The lounge attendant stared at her in the mirror, but when CC caught her eye, the woman looked down at her shoes.


Spritzing herself with Invitation, CC closed her purse, satisfied. On her way out of the lounge, she tossed a five-dollar tip on the floor. She didn’t wait to see if the attendant bent down to pick it up.


Outside, the room buzzed. Even though the Poseidon was full of Norfolk’s elite, the crowd parted for CC, the statuesque black woman who’d dared to wear a coral-red pantsuit to the business reception. She ruled over the room like Nefertiti, pausing every few steps to plant mock kisses on the cheeks of the deal makers and power brokers.


“CC!” fawned Joe Hudsen, the chief of police. “Nice show today.”


She smiled as if he vaguely pained her. “Do something about that Soul Killa stuff flooding the streets, Joe. If not, I’m going to have you answer for it on my show.”


The chief’s face went red, and his affable grin disappeared. He solemnly patted CC on the shoulder as others watched the exchange with amusement. No one ever knew where CC Smart would plant her fangs. He laughed nervously. “CC, you’re always on the job!”


“CC! Glad you could come!” gushed the bubbly Jeannie Chambers. As TechTel’s public relations hack, Chambers had pulled the reception together. “Have you met our new chairman yet?”


“I was working my way toward him.” CC cast a sidelong glance at the police chief and added, “I got sidetracked.”


Chambers enthusiastically took CC by the arm and pulled her to the front of the queue that had lined up to meet the new CEO. “He’s going to need an introduction to Norfolk’s black community,” said the veteran publicist. “I want you to think about having him on Breakin’ It Down. He’s awesome on television. Not only is he handsome, he’s—”


CC felt the vibration of her cell phone beneath her jacket. Her heart leapt—maybe it was her producer, giving her a heads-up on breaking news for her show tomorrow.


When she looked at the number, she froze. It was Alizé.


CC’s mood darkened as she tucked the phone away without answering it. That child was like an anvil around her neck. It seemed she had a sixth sense—every time CC was about to have fun, do a blockbuster interview, or meet the unmarried head of a Fortune 500 company, Alizé had a way of throwing up roadblocks.


“CC?” Jeannie Chambers called. “This is Maxwell Cortland. Mr. Cortland, this is the hottest media personality in town: CC Smart.”


CC tried not to gaze too long at the smooth butterscotch of the man’s clean-shaven head, the seductive amber of his eyes, and the sexy fit of his Brooks Brothers suit. “Pleased to meet you, Max,” she cooed.


CC watched as his eyes, nearly glazed from shaking so many hands at the reception, suddenly locked upon her. No one else in the room had dared to call the multi-millionaire anything other than Mr. Cortland.


“The pleasure’s all mine,” he said, bowing slightly, his hands resting comfortably in his pockets.


“Allow me to give you a real introduction to Norfolk,” CC said. “You know where to find me—I’m at WAVE-TV 22.”


He nodded, a smile playing around his smooth lips. Like a viper, CC knew exactly when to strike and when to retreat. Without another word, she walked away, her ample hips swaying in her wake. She knew without looking that his eyes were glued to her backside.


Her phone vibrated again. CC made a grand gesture of pulling it from her pocket, hammering home how important she was. Who else would dare chat on the phone at such an important event? But seeing it was her daughter again, she silenced her cell.


Alizé would pay for this.


The child had already missed school pretending to be sick. When CC was dropping her back home this morning, she’d noticed how Alizé had perked up at the hope of them spending a “sick day” at home together. Further proof that the child was just faking illness to get attention.


“How do you feel now?” CC had asked as Alizé slurped the last of the noodles.


Making her way to the bar, CC remembered how Alizé had put down the bowl slowly, grinned like a clown, and said sweetly, “I feel better, Mommy.”


Furious, CC had slapped the bowl from Alizé’s hand. The child’s eyes bulged wide as she dropped to the floor, shrieking. “If you feel so good then why did you pull that stunt this morning?” CC had screamed. “You could have made me miss the biggest story this year! What the hell is wrong with you?”


“I’m sorry, Mommy!” the seven-year-old cried. “I thought I was sick!”


“You thought? You thought? Well, look, bitch. There’s no one but me to pay the bills around here. If you want a roof over your head, then you play hooky on your own time. Got that?”


The child had remained on the floor, curled up like a trembling bug, while CC threw the bowl in the sink. To punish Alizé, she had herded her to her bedroom and wedged a chair beneath the knob.


“If you’re so sick, get in the bed and stay there until I get back,” CC commanded.


“What if I have to use the bathroom?”


“Hold it until I get home. If you can’t respect my needs, then why should I give a damn about yours?”


Once at the bar, CC ordered a cosmopolitan because it matched her outfit. She tried not to think about Alizé’s bogus phone calls interrupting her important work at the party.


“Great show today,” came a voice over her shoulder.


CC looked up to find Reverend Marcus Turner peering at her. With his outdated salt-and-pepper Afro, he was the head of Mt. Olive A.M.E., a small black congregation on Temple Street. The reverend had been leading protests against the gentrification of Norfolk’s downtown, arguing for more affordable housing rather than high-priced town houses like CC’s. She had never met him in person and wondered how a jack-leg preacher even got on the guest list for the reception.


“Thanks,” she said drolly, taking her drink and scanning the room for a better conversation.


“Hope you stay on the issue. Drugs are tearing our community apart.”


“I know,” CC said. She waved enthusiastically at the head of the school board.


“You have a lot of power,” the reverend said, blocking her escape. “You have to understand how to use it.”


She smiled curtly and scurried away. But for some reason, his words sent a shiver through her.


Power? CC knew she had power, but deep down, she wondered who she’d be without it. Power made people fawn over her, indulge her, applaud her. But how many people truly cared about her for who she was inside?


Suddenly the party wasn’t fun anymore. CC refused offers for a nightcap at Tobacco Row. Instead, she gave the valet a twenty-dollar bill and drove her Roadster home.


Arriving at her two-story brick town house, CC could see something wasn’t right. Lights were on all over the house. If Alizé was still locked in her room, who had turned them on?


She was rattling the keys at the front door when it opened by itself. Shocked, CC looked up. “Lola? What are you doing here?”


“Where the hell have you been? We’ve been trying to reach you all night!” CC’s mother, Lola Smart, opened the door wider. Her gray hair was tussled and her tea-colored complexion had gone sallow.


“Where’s Alizé ?” CC asked.


“She called me on her cell phone and I caught the bus over here right away. She was where you left her, barricaded in her room. She’d vomited all over her bedcovers, poor thing. And her temperature was one hundred and two.”


CC hid her shame with heightened concern. “Alizé? Alizé!” she called from the living room. “Are you all right, honey?”


“She’s sleep now, Cornelia. I changed her sheets and gave her some medicine.”


CC turned to her mother. Suddenly she felt like a child herself, small, backward, and unworthy. “Why didn’t anyone tell me?” she whispered.


Lola scoffed and shook her head. “Alizé said she tried to call you on your cell phone, but no one answered. Eventually she called me. She couldn’t get out of the room to even let me into the house to help her. Good thing her latchkey is hidden outside.”


It was too much, going from the heady reception where everyone feared and respected her to this moment, where everything was CC’s fault. “Alizé plays games, Lola. We both know that. I had no idea that she was really sick.”


Lola shook her head but held her tongue. CC angrily took off her three-inch Ferragamos. Muttering, she confronted her mother. “Don’t even talk to me about what I should have done,” she seethed. “You don’t know what I go through with that child every day. She’s so headstrong and manipulative. I’m doing the best I can.”


“By leaving a sick seven-year-old in lockdown? Baby, why didn’t you just call me if you needed someone to watch her this evening?”


It was more than CC could stand. “Baby? I’m not your baby, so don’t call me that, Lola. I’m not going to take a lecture on motherhood from a crack-head. Got that?”


Lola sat down, resigned. It was an old argument, one that she was tired of having. “Cornelia, look at me,” she said quietly. “I can’t do anything to change the past. I was a bad mother. I was an addict. I can’t make that up to you—ever. I’ve been clean for twenty years. I’m here for you now, and I can be here for Alizé. You just have to let me in.”


CC sat deliberately on the sofa and clutched a pillow. She rocked gently, trying to not to come undone. She wanted to beat Lola, blacken her eyes, close her fingers around her throat.


She tried counting silently to herself. She was frightened by the volcano inside of her that was constantly on the verge of exploding. Her feelings were getting harder to control, more explosive and instantaneous. With every promotion, every five-hundred-dollar suit, every man whom she lured and threw away, she’d thought she’d finally transcended that the dark spot on her soul.


But the darkness always resurged. No matter how much Cristal champagne she sipped from Waterford flutes, memories still haunted her of eating federally-funded breakfasts during the school year—and scrounging the hot, putrid city garbage for food in the summer. No matter how many Louis Vuitton handbags she owned, she couldn’t shake the terror of not knowing whether her mother would return home this week, or the next. No matter how many vacations to Turks and Caicos with rich boyfriends, she could not erase the night the officials came to her doorstep to throw her into foster care.


No matter how many liars and self-righteous hypocrites she exposed on her show, she couldn’t hide the truth of her own life: The great, refined, educated, confident, hard-hitting, award-winning CC Smart was the just the nappy-headed, skinny, discarded, unlovable daughter of a crack whore. She didn’t even know her father’s name.


“Cornelia? You all right?” Lola asked, biting her nails nervously.


Was she all right? No. No, she wasn’t. But she didn’t need the help of the woman who’d abandoned her when she was ten. “You can leave now,” CC said robotically. “I can handle it from here.”


Lola hesitated a moment, then smoothed the wrinkled cotton of her housedress. “All right, then,” she said. “Whenever you need me, I’m a phone call away. Any time of day or night. You just call me, hear?”


Those were words she used to long to hear from her mother. But now they only struck anger and resentment. “Get out,” she whispered.


Lola left, closing the door quietly as if she were escaping a sleeping tiger. As soon as she was gone, CC melted into tears. Afraid of her own sadness, she wiped them away as quickly as they came. Picking up her shoes, she tread quietly upstairs.


She listened for a moment outside her daughter’s bedroom, then tiptoed in. The room smelled of bile, sweat, and the Vicks VapoRub that Lola had slathered on to help the child breathe. CC put her hand on Alizé’s forehead; it was sticky with heat. She reached above Alizé’s yellow-ruffled bed and pulled back the curtain to open the window. A faint breeze wafted inland from the river, encircling the room. Alizé stirred in her sleep.


CC leaned over the child, tempted to plant a gentle kiss on her cheek. But some jealous part of her soul wouldn’t let her. Instead, she left the room feeling sad. As she took one last look before closing the door, she noticed how the moonlight cast a pearly glow across Alizé’s gingerbread skin. With her thick curl of innocent lashes, the child reminded CC of herself thirty years before, holding tightly to slumber—the only time she’d ever felt safe.





Chapter TWO



Josh Clark knocked on the dressing room door. “Ms. Smart? Twenty minutes. Do you want to talk to the guest before we go on?”


Inside the dressing room, CC dabbed the sweat that beaded on her brow. She’d barely slept after the encounter with her mother. She wished the witch would stay out of her life, but ever since she’d adopted Alizé, Lola had been trying to push her way back in. What did she think this was, “Big Mama’s Family”?


That morning, Alizé was still asleep and feverish when CC got up for work. She’d meditated for twenty minutes, trying not to let her daughter’s illness push her over the edge. When the housekeeper, Dorethea, arrived, she gave her the health insurance card and fifty dollars.


“Take a cab to the doctor’s office if Alizé looks worse,” CC said. “I’ve got to get to work, but I’ll call you later.”


Dorethea had been hesitant, but CC darted out before she could ask any questions. At work, she’d tried to calm the anxious palpitations of her heart with a nip of vodka. The alcohol just made her sweat.


“I’m coming, Josh!” CC yelled through the closed door. “Chill out.”


She swished out her mouth with Scope, hoping to mask the alcohol, then went to the green room. Inside sat Aisha Robinson. When CC saw how distraught the woman was, her own nerves subsided and her confidence burgeoned. This was going to be easy.


Aisha stood when CC opened the door. “Thanks for having me here,” the guest said meekly. Her black, velvet skin was streaked with tears. She was skinny as a runway model, giving her the unfortunate appearance of one of those large-headed, wide-eyed waifs on the Save the Children infomercials.


The wife of Heisman Trophy winner Lenard Robinson, Aisha had once waited tables while hoping to break into show business. Her marriage to the talented running back for the Baltimore Ravens was like a Cinderella story. While her husband traveled, she remained in Norfolk where she’d been raised. Now she was a socialite, sitting on boards of hospitals and children’s philanthropies.


It was a shock to the community when she was arrested inside Saks with three thousand dollars in clothes and jewelry stuffed into her Gucci travel bag. At first she claimed that she’d picked up the wrong purse in the dressing room, but the store security cameras told another story.


A top-flight lawyer had gotten the charges bumped down to petty larceny. After receiving probation, Aisha had disappeared from public sight. Now she was back, speaking for the first time about what happened.


And it was all on Breakin’ It Down. Another coup for CC Smart.
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CC took the woman’s hand. “Thank you for coming,” she said sweetly. “You’re very brave. I know this is a hard time for you, but people are waiting to hear your story. You’ll help so many with your courage.”


The woman nodded and followed CC onto the set. As soon as the camera came on, CC snapped into her television persona—the fearless, confident journalist who told it like it was.


She deftly allowed Aisha to start the story where she was comfortable. The quick rise to the top. The pressures of celebrity. The terrible fear of success. The miscarriage and grief. The thrill of stealing little things. The way it made her feel alive again.


“It wasn’t about money,” Aisha said, weeping openly while CC held her hand. “I was so lost, so sad. I stole things for the high of getting away with it. I just wanted to feel something again.”


CC listened, but the story didn’t ring true for her. CC herself had experienced much of what Aisha Robinson had been through: a meteoric rise from the bottom, a public lifestyle, money. But she never ripped off department stores. She never pretended to be an upstanding pillar of the community while catching a case for stealing.


“Are you saying that you aren’t responsible for what you did?” CC asked.


Taken aback, Aisha stopped sniffling. “No! I’m just trying to—”


“What kind of role model do you think you are? Are you telling children that if you’re rich, you can get by with anything?”


Blindsided, Aisha stiffened. “I didn’t come here to make excuses, CC. I’m here to shed light on a problem that countless Americans have. Kleptomania—”


“Were you sick or just greedy? When you were arrested, you had seven hundred dollars in cash in your purse and platinum credit cards. Why would someone who has everything steal?”


“That’s what I’m trying to say, it’s not about the money—”


“No, it’s not. It’s about being ghetto. In your mind, you’re still that tacky girl from the Bay End Projects with a gangsta mentality. What you can’t afford, you’ll take.”


From a hidden reservoir, Aisha pulled upon a store of poise. She stared silently at CC, then said quietly, “You know, CC, I’ve been in rehab for a month trying to figure out why I’ve hit rock bottom. You might be right. Maybe feeling like I didn’t deserve all the good things that happened to me was part of it. Maybe that’s because of the poverty I grew up in. That’s no excuse. And that’s what I’m here to tell all of my supporters, my friends, my family, and most of all the kids who look up to me and my husband. You can rise above your circumstances, but you have to do it by honest, hard work and by sticking to your values. You don’t have to steal, lie, or cheat.”


“Thank you, Aisha,” CC said. Then she turned to the camera. “And thank you for watching. I’m CC Smart, breakin’ it down.”


No sooner had the camera shut off than the audience erupted in applause. As interns led the audience out of the studio, Josh bounded over to congratulate her. “Good job, CC!”


CC beamed and turned to shake Aisha’s hand, but the woman turned her back and regally left the set. Shrugging, CC patted her producer on the back. “Excellent job, Josh! You keep this up, and we’ll have a network show one day!”


“Thank you, Ms. Smart.”


“CC, that was brilliant,” said A. J. O’Connor, the executive producer. “I watched the whole interview from the control room. Hard-hitting, pointed—you didn’t let her off the hook. I can’t wait to see the ratings.”


CC beamed as O’Connor turned to the staff. “Okay, everyone, since it’s Friday, lunch is on me! But be back to work this afternoon—you’ve got another show on Monday!”


On cloud nine, CC strutted back to her desk to check her fan mail. The adrenaline of the show, the applause, the staff adoration all made her mood soar. She felt electric and invincible.


Her thoughts suddenly turned to the handsome CEO, Maxwell Cortland. She wondered how long it would take him to contact her. Closing her eyes, she imagined his broad shoulders and full lips.


The chime of her cell phone jarred her out of her reverie.


“Missus Smart?” It was her housekeeper, Dorethea. “I’m with Alizé at the hospital. I done what you told me. She was so weak this morning she could hardly eat, so I brought her in. The doctors need to talk to you . . .”


This was not her daughter’s hysteria or her mother’s meddling. This was the real thing. CC grabbed her purse and scurried for the car.
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CC arrived at the emergency room and demanded to see Alizé immediately. When she reached the child’s side, she wasn’t prepared for what she saw. Alizé lay with a tube in her nose, struggling to breathe. Her light brown skin had gone gray.


“Oh, Dorethea!” she gasped, covering her mouth.


The stoic housekeeper got up and relinquished her bedside seat. “She kept asking for you, Missus Smart,” Dorethea said. “I told her you’d get here soon.”


CC reached over and pushed back one of her daughter’s braids. “Alizé? Darling, can you hear me? Mommy’s here now.” Alizé opened her eyes a sliver and faintly moved her head. “Yes, that’s right,” CC comforted. “I’m here now.”


In that moment, CC thought about the day she’d first held Alizé in her arms. How, for the first time in her life, she’d felt complete. She’d had such high expectations that her new daughter would fill that empty place inside of her. Everyone said she was so brave to adopt a child on her own. Deep down, CC felt the baby was adopting her, choosing CC to be her mother. She’d never felt so wanted, so loved, so proud.


Over the years, the reality of parenting had set in. Alizé turned out to be needier than CC had imagined. Instead of feeling completed by a child, CC was depleted by the colicky infant. Over the years, the demands never let up. Alizé was a high-strung toddler, an inquisitive pre-schooler, and a whiny first-grader.


Now here Alizé was, swaddled again like a newborn, pliant and adoring. CC felt warmed by a wave of tenderness.


“Ms. Smart? The doctor will see you now,” the nurse abruptly interrupted.


CC snatched some Kleenex from the bedside. “Okay,” she sniffed. “Dorethea, thank you for bringing her in. I had no idea she was so ill. You’re a blessing.”


Dorethea nodded curtly. “Yes, ma’am. Do you want me to stay?”


“No, you can take the rest of the day off. Thanks again.”


The nurse showed CC to the doctor’s office. As she entered, she struggled to regain her composure. She felt off-balance, vulnerable.


Without so much as a “hello,” the doctor dug right in. “Mrs. Smart, I have to tell you, I’m deeply concerned about your daughter’s condition.” The portly, pink-faced physician remained behind his desk. The office walls were plastered with diplomas and certificates.


There was something about his demeanor that raised her defenses. “I prefer Ms.,” CC said, feeling a slight tinge of shame that she was still unmarried.


“Ms. Smart, then. Your daughter is seriously dehydrated. She’s got pneumonia.”


CC’s eyes widened. Why hadn’t Alizé told her how bad she was feeling? If only she’d known, she would have—


“Were you aware that she was ill when you left for work this morning, Ms. Smart?,” placing emphasis on the Ms.


“Well, I knew that she had a stomach ache. That’s why I—”


“I’m afraid that your housekeeper can’t authorize treatment.”


“Well, I—”


“It would have been better if you’d brought her in yourself.”


What was this crazy man implying? Struggling to remain dignified, she answered calmly. “Dr. Tate, I adopted Alizé when she was a baby, and I’m a single parent,” she said, trying to assuage any delusion that she was a trashy baby-mama. “I don’t have a partner I can rely on. I had to go to work, so I made arrangements for my daughter to get the proper care until I could get here. Here I am. Is she going to be okay?”


“Well, I noticed some bruises on her back and buttocks.”


CC’s heart pounded. “She’s at that age where her arms and legs are so gangly. I went through a clumsy period when I was a girl, too.”


The doctor didn’t look up at her but scribbled on Alizé’s medical record instead. “And how old is she? Seven? She only weighs fifty pounds.”


CC’s laugh rang hollow. “She’s so picky. I can’t make her—”


“She’s malnourished, Ms. Smart. We don’t see a lot of that these days unless there’s been some . . . problem.”


CC froze. Was he trying to accuse her of abusing her daughter? Certainly she was a strict disciplinarian. And Alizé had always bruised easily. But abuse? No way. Could she help it if her daughter was so jittery that she often refused to eat? Or that Alizé wouldn’t even bother to feed herself when CC worked long hours? What was she supposed to do—force-feed her?


CC stood up. “Dr. Tate, I don’t know who you think you are, but obviously you don’t know who I am. I’m CC Smart, the most powerful journalist in this town. What are you trying to accuse me of?”


“Ms. Smart, I need to ask you to take a seat.” Already pink, the doctor’s jowls went lobster red. “I’m not accusing you of anything. I just said—”


“I know what you said, Dr. Tate. Let me advise you to think twice about what you say about CC Smart. I’ll have your license so quick you won’t know what hit you.”





Chapter THREE



From across the table, CC smiled coyly at Max Cortland. They sat in an isolated corner of the deck at the exclusive Lighthouse Bistro. As the sun set, the water of the Elizabeth River calmed. In the cobalt sky, the lonely evening star shimmered. A slight breeze lifted CC’s gauzy yellow skirt.


“Cold?” Max asked, noting her involuntary shiver.


CC leaned toward him assuredly. “I could be warmer.”


Laughing with his amber eyes, Max scooted his chair around to CC’s side of the table, so that they both faced the lingering sunset. When he put his arm around her shoulders, she noticed he smelled like clean linen . . . with a hint of spice.


“Better?”


It was her turn to smile quietly. Better? How could he know that this was the best thing to happen to her in a long time?


Max had called her three nights after they’d met at the Ellington—just as CC had hoped. Her heart pounded with joy, but she’d played it cool. He asked her out, but she’d told him that Alizé was sick and she had to be home in the evenings. He’d hesitated awkwardly. CC knew that he was surprised that she had a child. Before he could speak, she added quickly: “It’s just the two of us at home. I can’t leave her alone.”


CC heard Max sigh on the other end of the phone, relieved that she wasn’t married. “Of course,” he’d said graciously. “I hope she gets well soon. Call me when you can.”


CC could hear his respect for her motherly devotion. It made the sacrifices of the past three weeks tolerable. Alizé had been such high maintenance since she came home from the hospital. It seemed that she was never going to get out of her miserable sick bed and get back to school. At night she coughed and moaned that her chest hurt. CC tried to be patient, keeping her daughter plied with liquids and antibiotics, just as the doctor ordered.


Seeing Alizé in the hospital bed had rattled her. Sometimes CC still got chills thinking about what would happen if she lost her daughter. She didn’t want to be alone again, without anyone to love her.


But as Alizé slowly emerged from danger, CC felt herself stifled by the child’s incessant demands: the sleepless nights, the thick sputum to clean up, the meals to fix. A tight knot of resentment lodged in the bottom of her stomach. Who had been there to take care of her when she’d been feverish with measles? No one. When was Alizé going to learn to hold her own?


Lola didn’t help matters. She called nearly every day, checking on her granddaughter. CC took pleasure in telling her mother that Alizé was improving and that they didn’t need her help. After each call, CC felt exhausted and angry.


Sometimes the pressure got to be too much. After working all day, she couldn’t bear going home to the depressing, needy prison of her town house. She missed being able to go to happy hours or be the center of attention at a reception or chat with elected officials over dinner. After the first week, she began to worry she would fall off the public’s radar.


More than once, she’d sped home, fed Alizé, spooned her medicine, then tip-toed out to the Power Basie, a jazz club near Ocean View. Last Sunday, she had left Alizé tossing in the bed while she attended early services at Greater Mt. Olive Baptist Church. What would folks say if she wasn’t there sporting her latest Versace suit and Georgia Hughes hat?


After three weeks, Alizé had finally been able to go back to school, and CC had breathed a sigh of relief. “It’s the end of September,” she warned Alizé. “Put on a sweater, and don’t take it off today.”


“But Mom, it’s seventy-five degrees outside!” Alizé had whined.


CC was at the end of her rope. The last thing she needed was for that kid to get sick again. “Do what I said!” she’d yelled as she jerked Alizé’s arm into a shabby brown sweater. “I mean it.”


The child—her limbs even thinner, her skin still the sickly color of dishwater—made herself a peanut butter sandwich, put it in her Hello Kitty lunch box, and moped off to school. Elated to finally get back to her regular schedule, CC drove her Roadster to work with the top down.


That day should have been a good one, but it went from bad to worse. On the show that morning, she grilled Chief Hudsen about why the department wasn’t stopping the flow of Soul Killa into the city. He’d given her a condescending smile, then informed her that the City Council had just approved a three-million-dollar budget increase so that the police could address the problem. Taken aback, CC quickly recovered.


“I’m glad that I was able to put enough pressure on City Hall for you to get extra funds, Chief Hudsen,” she’d said graciously. “You’ll have to come back and let us know how Operation Save Our Souls is progressing.”


As soon as the show was over, she tore the staff a new one for not doing their research. The senior producer was given thirty days to find another job.


That wasn’t the end of it. She had to lay out Josh for not making sure her Evian had been refrigerated, then warmed back to room temperature. She could always tell when it hadn’t been chilled properly by its slightly bitter taste. Then there was the lazy-ass intern who hadn’t sorted her mail correctly.


When her cell phone rang late that afternoon, she barked, “CC Smart.”


“Did you forget about me? Can you go to dinner tonight?”


It was Max. Suddenly, the pressures of her day melted away. She had yet to go out with him, but already his voice made her go soft on the inside. She was sure that, unlike the countless other jerks she’d dated in Norfolk, he was The One.


This time, she promised herself to take it slow. What was it that Marcus had said before he’d dumped her last year? “Your love is like quicksand. One toe in, and you suck a man all the way down to the bottom.”


Those words had hurt, and she’d made Marcus pay for them. She’d gotten his office assistant to accuse him of sexual harassment on Breakin’ It Down. Not the kind of press you’re looking for when you’re Norfolk’s leading gynecologist.


Still, his angry words had made her reconsider her strategy when it came to men. “I’m not free tonight,” she had lied to Max. “How about Thursday?”


So there they were, almost a month after their first meeting at the Poseidon, sitting on the river on a late-summer night, the stars now dotting the darkening sky. His strong arms made her feel small. Safe. Loved.


“Whatchu thinking about?” he asked, sipping a latte.


Her heart fluttered. She couldn’t let him know what she was really feeling. Men never wanted to know what was on her mind. Every time she told them, they ran away.


She sat up rigidly, forcing him to remove his arm from her shoulder. Turning to face him, she deflected his bid for intimacy. “I was wondering the same thing. What’s on your mind, Mr. Cortland? Do you miss all the ladies you left behind in New York?”


From interviewing hundreds of people in her career, CC could sense when a question hit the soft underbelly. The corner of his mouth twitched slightly. His eyes went flat, as if he were hiding behind a memory.


Son of a bitch is married, CC thought. She felt her spirit shrivel. Thanking God she hadn’t let him make a fool out of her, she gathered her embroidered lemon meringue shawl. “I guess I should go.”


She started to stand, but Max took her wrist and pulled her back to her seat. She wanted to resist him, beat him with her shoe, scratch his eyes out. But he took her hands in his, brought them to his lips, and kissed them gently. When he looked at her again, she noticed how his eyes were shimmering in the candlelight.


“My wife died last year,” he said softly. “Breast cancer. I’d known her since we were in college.” He swallowed deeply, then went on. “We had a brownstone in Manhattan, and it was such a lonely place after she was gone. We never had kids.” He smiled ruefully. “I always wanted them, but between the investment bank and her charitable work for children with AIDS, she was too busy.


“I couldn’t stand the empty house without her. I decided to move our offices down here, where I’d grown up. At least I could go fishing, sit on the beach,” he smiled sheepishly, “and maybe meet a nice southern girl.”


CC was dumbstruck. His openness was both welcoming and shocking, like the cold splash of the Atlantic on an August day. As someone who had been lied to much of her life, CC knew raw honesty when she heard it. She thought she craved it, but now that it was in front of her, it felt too big. “I—I didn’t know,” she stammered.


“Don’t feel bad,” he said. “I thought you’d heard—you always have the scoop on everybody. The moment I met you, you reminded me so much of Carolyn. Your drive, your power, your commitment to correcting injustices with your show. And you also have a daughter. That takes even more dedication.”


“She’s adopted,” CC blurted. It was important to let him know that she was even nobler that Max had imagined—and that there was no baby daddy waiting in the wings.


“Adopted?” Max nodded as if she’d just confirmed his deepest suspicions. “That’s just like you, isn’t it?” he said.


The sun dipped below the horizon as an electric silence buzzed between them. Max reached for her face to draw her close, CC took his hand and moved it to her waist. Feeling his soft lips against hers, she thought about how perfect she was for him.


And how she had kept him from discovering, at least for the moment, the sewn-in tracks of her fake hair.
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“Ms. Smart, here’s your mail,” said the squeaky blond intern. “Just the way you asked me. Personal mail here, unopened. I opened your fan mail and responded to most of it. Here are your invitations to speak—I’ll schedule the ones you want to accept.”


CC nodded, barely looking up from her computer screen. She noticed that the intern wasn’t going away. “Put everything over there” She waved at a clear spot on her well-ordered desk.


“Um, well, where do you want me to put this one? I thought it was junk mail, and I accidentally opened it.”


CC stopped typing. The intern’s eyes widened, as if she’d just knocked on the door of the Wicked Witch of the West. Whenever CC detected cowardice in someone, it always tempted her to squash them. Or at least say “Boo!” to see them scurry away.


Not this time. As the intern nervously held out the opened envelope, CC felt a gathering dread. “Thanks, Emily,” she said. “I’ll take that.”


The intern handed CC the letter and skirted away. CC slid it into her suit pocket, then took her mug of organic dark roast and strode to her dressing room. Behind closed doors, she sat in front of the mirror and read the letter.


“Dear Cornelia Smart,” it said. “We have tried to contact you at your home address without success. This letter is to inform you that you have defaulted on your equity loan. If you do not pay the $50,000 loan in full within 30 days, we will begin foreclosure proceedings. Please contact our office immediately.”


The room was suddenly hot. Beads of sweat mottled her Mocha Promises foundation. She lifted the dark hair from her neck and fanned herself with the letter.


She’d bought in on the ground floor of the Gentry Square redevelopment. In fact, when it became widely known that she lived there, Norfolk’s buppies flocked to the urban outpost. The value of her home had doubled in only a few years. Why not take out an equity loan to buy the Cadillac Roadster that she deserved?


She’d meant to save some of the money for Alizé’s private school tuition, but she’d had to refresh her on-air wardrobe. Plus, after the show had gone from weekly to daily, she’d started taking real vacations. One year, she’d gone by herself to São Paulo, another year to Paris, maxing out her credit cards. The interest rates kept climbing right when Alizé’s tuition became due. Because of that brat, she was buried in debt.


She’d managed to rob Peter to pay Paul, but she couldn’t keep up with the payment. CC partied less. Stayed out of Saks. Actually wore a gown that she’d worn last year to a fundraiser. Sold some of her jewelry. She tried to catch up on past-due mortgage payments. But the bills kept climbing.


Now the pressure was mounting, but she refused to buckle. She would think of something. She fired Dorethea, pretending to be unhappy with the way the woman dusted. She thought about pulling Alizé from the expensive Norfolk Country Day School, where the tuition was a small ransom. But that would raise eyebrows. Above all else, she had to keep up appearances.
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