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For


THELMA ELEAZER BRYANT, IDA BROWN, and CLARA and MATTHEW LITTLE, those who came and left and the ones who are still here.





Part One






chapter 1



SOMETIMES it’s the easy way that’s hard.


Abra Lewis Dixon had carefully sculpted her exterior existence. She paid close attention to her physical environment—the trunk formation of a Japanese maple, the many red shades that came before its brilliant autumnal crimson. She regularly consulted her Farmer’s Almanac so she could better predict the weather; she liked to be prepared. The interior stuff, however, was too unwieldy, unpredictable, and difficult. She left that unattended, willing herself to believe it insignificant.


She sat at the oak vanity her mother had given her as a housewarming gift, looking at her reflection—so much like her mother’s—noticing for the first time that parentheses had formed around her mouth, adding to the diminutive lines under her eyes. Her skin was parched. She twisted open the gold-rimmed top on the heavy smoked-glass jar, scooping out a mound of precious skin cream with her finger, smoothing it over her cheeks, forehead. A different potion, squeezed from a tube, was dabbed under her eyes.


Looking at herself again, waiting to see a change, Abra ran her fingers across the grooves of the antique vanity, the one she’d always loved. She tried to imagine her face covered with wrinkles, her hair the color and texture of cotton, but she couldn’t. Childhood was much closer, a blink ago. When she was a child, she’d lose herself at her mother’s vanity, playing in all her mother’s makeup and perfumed creams and fine talc in cardboard containers; her neck wrapped with her mother’s best leopard-print silk-chiffon scarf and her pubescent face made up with lipstick, rouge, and Groucho Marx eyebrows. She’d pulled her eyes back, stretching them toward her ears, and taped them. “Who are you, darling?” she’d say in a loud, dramatic voice. She’d breathe in and pause. She never knew the answer. That was when she learned to stop asking the question.


Slits of light fell across the blue-as-a-robin’s-egg carpet; they were the only sources of illumination in the apartment. Her mother kept the windows sealed. Abra would walk across the room, turn on the TV, open the blinds. After she had checked under the beds and in the closets, she’d pile two faux-leather and aluminum kitchen chairs as well as an empty footlocker against the door. There had been a time when her mother would leave a snack—sometimes a tuna sandwich with a pickle and sometimes an ice-cream sundae in the freezer. The phone would ring once, stop, and then ring again. It was safe to answer because it was Mommy calling from work. “Just me. You all right?” Odessa would say every day, and every day Abra would assure her mother that she was, even though she was scared most of the time that someone was waiting for her under the bed or in a closet. There was a number for the building manager right near the phone; that was supposed to make Abra feel safe. She’d create herself a tent of an umbrella, pillows, and blankets in front of the TV—another fortress she designed to make her feel secure.


Abra looked down at the tray of potions in beautiful bottles, makeup, brushes, hair things, knowing she needed to get ready for dinner. She looked beyond the mirror, through the window that provided a view of the sprawling side yard and more trees than she’d ever seen on private property. She thought about the actual conversation she’d had with Cullen, which was merely one of the dozens of maintenance types married couples have all the time, mundane dialogues with mundane concerns: Don’t forget to go to the cleaners. Do we have any beer? What are we doing this weekend? This conversation was just to confirm that Cullen would meet her tonight at Sherry and David’s at seven. She smiled at the thought of her life.


•  •  •


DINNER PARTIES at the Steptoe-Warrens were a significant part of Abra and Cullen’s social life, and, as often happened, the men ended up in one room; the women in another. Abra and Cullen were friends of the Steptoe-Warrens and acquainted with the other regulars. There were friends and there were couple friends, who all got along as long as the evening’s subjects remained superficial. Abra sat in an ancillary room, a den off the living room, observing the men who spoke in loud Black American dialects reserved only for each other. She watched Ray through the glassless window in the living room as he talked about the Million Man March, acting out with his hands and arms the emotional impact of the event and what it had meant to him.


“First, I wasn’t gonna go. Then I don’t know why, but that mornin’ I just jumped up, pulled on my jeans, and headed to First Baptist, where I knew I could jump on the van they had goin’ down there.”


The others, sitting in a semicircle of cane-backed chairs, ottomans, and a love seat, looked at him, nodding, understanding his feelings because they, too, had struggled with the idea of going. All of them, except Cullen, had decided finally to go, to make the emotional pledge with brothers from around the country, to atone, to do better by their families, even though every brother in this room was living America’s wet dream. These men were members of America’s upper class, the top 2 percent wage earners—going to work in thousand-dollar suits, doing deals in the high-seven and eight figures, living with their intact families in fantasy suburban spreads or enviable co-op apartments. They were all functioning schizophrenics, held master degrees in ruling-class customs, which meant checking anything ethnic at the door. All these men bonded on the duality issue. At their high-paying professions they had to do two jobs: the one they were hired to do and the other unspoken one—to adopt landed White-boy mannerisms. These brothers needed a march to band with other cultural schizophrenics.


“You know, it was like the greatest thing I could’ve done, man. When the radio alarm went off that mornin’, Coltrane was blowin’ and y’all know, to me he is what Jesus Christ is to Christians. I took that as a sign,” Ray said.


The others were nodding between gulps of Cristal or Coronas with lime, snacking on bean dip, salsa, and blue corn chips, the precursors to the catered buffet dinner. Abra searched Cullen’s eyes to see if they revealed sadness for what he’d missed. She didn’t detect any. No one asked him if he’d gone, and he didn’t volunteer anything.


When Abra met Cullen he had graduated Howard, summa, had made the transition from a nerd, and was the most focused person she’d ever met. She had recognized him as a swan even before he did, and now she was the envy of most women.


“This White guy at my office asked me why I went. He said he could understand inner-city Blacks marchin’ for jobs and education and shit, but he just couldn’t get what I’d get outta somethin’ like the march,” said Ray, a tax lawyer at a Wall Street firm. “I told him, ‘Man, you see me here, doin’ my thing, tryin’ to make partner, but when I walk outta here at night, I say a little prayer of thanks for the car service home. You know why?’ I said to him. ‘Cause I’m a Black man first, and the moment my feet hit the pavement, the average White person out here is assumin’ I’m gonna knock ’em over the head, and I can’t get a cab.’ The dude kinda looked at me, like he was seein’ me for the first time, and he just nodded. I don’t know if he got what I was tryin’ to say, but I think he thought about it.”


Sherry Steptoe and David Warren liked to entertain in their generous pre-war apartment on West End. The two other couples, like the Dixons, had opted for suburbia. Yet David, because of Sherry, held on to their life in the city. David and Cullen had gone to college together. David was a lawyer, but he worked for a record company, on its business side. He was nice but about as interesting as iceberg lettuce. Sherry, on the other hand, had a lively disposition and was a copywriter at the same record company, which is where she and David had met. She was unlike all the women David had gone out with, and she had a kid to boot, a child who was an infant when they first started seeing each other.


David fell hard for Sherry and her son, and they got married at a small affair of about thirty people at a café in Greenwich Village. At the wedding Sherry couldn’t stop crying, and everybody said it was because she was still postpartum, but a few of the couple’s inner circle always wondered if she had married David just to give little Jack a daddy. Sherry had told Abra that the main reason she didn’t want to leave the city was that moving to suburbia would make David too central to her life, and she didn’t want that. In the city she still had all of her friends, her work, little Jack’s play groups, and enough distractions. In the suburbs she’d become Jack’s mother, David’s wife, and then a career person. She ran her fingers through her thick red-brown hair and wrinkled her nose at the thought, “Eeooh, no thanks.”


Abra, on the other hand, had gone peacefully into the land of leaf blowers because she didn’t want to argue with Cullen, and he was central to her life. Where they lived wouldn’t make a difference.


Abra looked around the room at the other couples and tried to figure which ones were really in love and which ones had simply settled for the best deal. Ray and Hanna really loved each other, but they seemed to be like that couple in the movie Annie Hall: Woody Allen stops and asks them what the secret to a happy relationship is. The woman says, “I’m very shallow and empty and have no ideas and nothing interesting to say,” and the man says, “And I’m exactly the same way.” Hanna was a dentist, “an orthodontist,” she would say. They were supposed to be waiting until she had established her practice before having kids, but now that Ray’s partnership looked like a done deal, he was putting pressure on her to quit and start a family. Bert and Lisa operated in parallel universes, with neither compromising courses. She was pregnant and telling everyone that as soon as she had the baby, they were getting divorced because Bert was disappointed in her. She had failed to live up to her resume, which was replete with Ivy League degrees, and she held a job about as well as a sieve holds soup. Bert was pissed and would tell anybody who’d listen that he had thought he’d married a partner, not a siphon. Everyone felt sorry for them.


After dinner, David and Sherry’s live-in, Consuelo, put coffee, tea, and assorted fruit tarts on the breakfront in the dining room. Abra was tired and didn’t want coffee or tea, but she also never wanted to do anything to upset any custom—people drink coffee or tea after dinner—so she doused her coffee with Sambuca. She chewed a piece of the blueberry tart and watched Lisa and Bert go at it over when Lisa should begin her maternity leave. Abra looked over to give Cullen the “exit” sign, but he was in rapt discussion with David. She couldn’t hear what they were talking about, but they both looked serious. She guessed accurately that they were discussing work, complaining about the demands. They were leaning against a built-in mahogany bookcase. Cullen looking fresh out of business school, wearing his English loafers, button-down, oxford-cloth shirt rolled up to the elbows, and blue-and-green rep tie loosened. Abra sighed to herself at how contentedly in love with him and their life together she was and pitied Lisa and Bert for not knowing what marital bliss felt like.


“So how’s the dessert?” Sherry asked, sitting down next to Abra and cutting off a piece of strawberry-kiwi tart.


“Great. Did Connie make them?”


“Nah, I picked them up at Pascal’s. So how’s the business going?” She pulled her chair closer.


“Good, at least the TV part is. We’ve got a film script in circulation, but so far, no bites.”


“Now Natasha does just the film part in L.A.?”


“No, she runs the TV production stuff, too. We both do TV and film. I go out there as often as she needs me to, and she comes here sometimes. Actually she’s coming in tomorrow.”


“So is she more the creative . . . ?”


“Kind of. I’m in charge of more of the business.”


“I just love the name.”


“Thanks. Some people think it’s stupid,” Abra said.


“Anybody in this room?” Sherry smirked and looked in Cullen’s direction.


“No, I’d be surprised if he could even tell you the name.”


“Hmm, is there trouble in paradise?”


“No, not at all, I just know that my business is not at the top of my husband’s agenda. In his mind, he’s the breadwinner and my work is like the Junior League,” Abra said.


“Puhleeze, these guys,” Sherry said, then sipped her tea.


“I’m exaggerating, slightly, but it doesn’t bother me.”


“Well, you’re a better woman than me.”


“Look, we’re talking about ten years together. We’ve got this massive house to decorate, we’re trying to have a baby, his making partner, me running a business—there’s only so much my little sweetie can deal with at once,” Abra said, putting the blue-willow patterned china plate on the coffee table.


“You should have a party for your anniversary, I mean ten years—”


“Ten total, together. We’ve been married almost five.”


“Whatever. It’s still nothing to sneeze at. I’m not sure we’ll make three.” She laughed a hollow laugh and Abra smiled sympathetically.


“My wedding day was the happiest day of my life,” Abra said.


“You really love Cullen, huh?” Sherry asked, looking at Abra as if she’d just revealed a row of jack-o’-lantern teeth.


“Yeah, I do. He’s the most important thing to me.”


“You’re lucky.”


“I know.”


“Most married people I know are just, you know, going through the motions. Like look around this room.”


“Sherry, you really think that?”


“I know that. The women probably wouldn’t have gotten married at all.”


Abra took in Sherry and David’s apartment. Spanish jazz echoed through their eclectic home, which they had filled with antiques and African art. The picture of Buppie perfection. How could they not be happy? It was predestined, like DNA—these were the people happiness was meant for.


Cullen tapped Abra on her shoulder, and Sherry got up.


“You ready to go?” he said, sitting down in Sherry’s chair.


Abra leaned toward him and kissed him with an open mouth. She held his face in her hands. “Do you know how much I love you?”


“Um, I think so. How much have you had to drink? I saw you hittin’ that Sambuca.”


“I’m not drunk. I just love you.”


Cullen shifted in his seat, hoping no one was watching them. He wasn’t one for PDA. “Me too. You ready to go?”


“More than,” she said, and smiled a lecherous smile. Abra ran her hand over his thigh. The weave of his pinstriped trousers so intricate, it was sensuous.


They said good night to Sherry and David at the elevator and walked the few blocks to the garage, holding hands.


“You know we have an anniversary coming up?” Abra said.


“Course,” Cullen responded.


“So do you want to go away or do something?”


“Well, sweetie, I would, but I don’t think I’ll be able to get away right now. Things are really busy and—”


“I know not now, but what about in a few weeks? Maybe we can go back to St. Bart’s?”


“Ah, that would be great. We’ll see, okay?”


The attendant pulled the car around, Cullen tipped him, and Abra got into the driver’s seat. She checked her flawless lipstick in the rearview mirror before she drove off.


“Did you have a good time?” Cullen asked, changing the radio to the all-business news station.


“Yeah I did, but I just wish Bert and Lisa would just stop fighting.”


“I know. I feel sorry for him.”


“What about her?”


“Well, they’re both our friends.”


“I know. I just want everybody to be happy. Do you think the others are happy?”


“About what?”


“Their lives? Their relationships.”


“Why wouldn’t they be? They have everything, they’re successful. What could be wrong?”


“Well, Sherry’s not in love with David, and Hanna and Ray, well they’re in love, I suppose.”


“Well, there you have it; two out of four are good marriages. We’re the cultural norm.”


Abra steered the 740 onto the West Side Highway and switched on a Will Downing CD. Cullen had leaned back onto the headrest and would be asleep within seconds. Abra bobbed her head to Will Downing’s crooning as it washed over the percussion. She looked over at Cullen sleeping, his mouth open, his glasses half-cocked, and she sighed, reminding herself that she’d structured her life, and it was as close to perfection as possible. Theirs was one of the two good marriages. She let that reassure her on the drive home.





chapter 2



WHEN ABRA AND NATASHA were reunited in business school, day one of microeconomics, they hadn’t seen each other since they were children, but the memory of their friendship was burned into their minds as though with a brand. Their initial attraction across the elementary-school auditorium, when their gaze locked in recognition, was sensing in each other a restlessness, an itch, a way of viewing the world that was the same. Students were assembled, and the prettiest, most popular girl got up to lead everyone in the Pledge of Allegiance. Natasha and Abra thought her silly.


During lunch, when pockets of children gathered in the playground, a bunch of kids clustered around Natasha. One of the girls pushed her pointer into Natasha’s chest and sneered, “You got a problem?” Natasha looked around at all the hostile faces. Before she could respond, the girl said, “I saw you laughing in assembly. That’s my cousin.” Natasha wanted to shrug her shoulders and say, “So what?” but she sized up that these girls were looking to start a fight, and there was one of her and four of them. Abra showed up out of nowhere and stood between Natasha and the tough girl. “Is there a problem?” Abra said, nose to nose with the tough girl. The growing crowd groaned, and the tough girl’s chest deflated a little. “I ain’t got no problem with you,” she said. Abra turned to look at Natasha, who was trying in vain to keep from looking scared, and said, “You in my friend’s face, so that means you in my face, too.” A teacher’s aide came over just before punches were thrown, and broke up the crowd. Abra and Natasha walked home from school together and from that day, were inseparable—well, until Natasha’s family moved away to Chicago when the girls were in high school.


Like most best friends, they were as different as beluga and bologna. Abra grew up a solitary child of a laboring single mom. Natasha was the adored younger daughter of a Huxtable-type family. Natasha jumped in first and asked questions later. Her upbringing had provided her the luxury of carelessness. Abra checked things out carefully before making a move.


On their first business-school break Abra went home with Natasha. When the taxi pulled in front of the wrought iron-gated, pillared Hyde Park-Kenwood mansion, Abra’s jaw literally dropped. Natasha had grown used to that reaction. In Newark, the Colemans had lived in a nice stucco house up the street from the apartment building where Abra and her mom lived. Nice, but not fancy.


“It’s just a house. The same Norwood and Marge live in it,” Natasha said, as she paid the driver.


“I can’t believe you live here!” Abra blurted out.


“What’d you expect?” Natasha said.


“I don’t know. I guess I didn’t realize you guys had gotten rich.”


Natasha didn’t respond immediately. She closed her wallet and waited as the driver removed their bags. When her grandfather got too sick to run his three rib joints, her dad, Norwood, Jr., had to take over. Her father had taken his father’s three stores and added twenty-seven more throughout Chicago, becoming the Rib King. Natasha’s older sister, Natalie, always happy with the family’s juicy income, but ashamed that her dad earned it through ribs, used her passion for science as a passport out of the family business. It was why Natasha went to business school, to take over one day—or at least to be able to watch over the family business once Norwood got too old.


“Well, I’m still the same person, Abra. This is just stuff,” Natasha said, reaching over, kissing Abra on the cheek.


Abra felt tears welling up, so thankful to have been reunited with her friend.


The next morning, after having been up all night looking at photo albums and catching up, Abra and Natasha sat in their pajamas, drinking coffee, waiting for Norwood to make his famous breakfast of fried chicken and waffles. It was true that Norwood and Marge held on to their easy Southern ways like Odessa. For Abra, the primary difference between them and her mother wasn’t their money, but the fact that they were a unit, a couple who had raised two children and weathered the inevitable waves of life and had stayed together.


“Abra Cadabra, so you’re all grown up,” Norwood’s voice boomed, entering the room before he did. Natasha’s dad embraced Abra in a fatherly bear hug, and she returned his hug, savoring his old-man’s cologne.


“. . . And lately girl I’ve been thinking, how good it was when you were here.” The Dells’ classic piped through the speakers that were built into the walls of the house. “Aw, that’s my song. Come on, daughter,” Norwood said, closing his eyes, holding out his hand for Natasha to join him in an impromptu two-step.


“Oh Daddy,” Natasha said, hopping off the stool to whirl around the floor with her father. “You’re embarrassing me.”


“My thoughts of you don’t have an ending,” they belted.


“Aw yeah. Now they was some singin’ fools. Home-boys . . . ,” Norwood said to no one in particular. Abra watched with a painted-on smile. Suddenly she was transported back to Newark, back to the Colemans’ house on Meeker Avenue, when Norwood would come home from work and come into Natasha’s room where the two girls would be playing with Barbies, to greet his beloved child. Abra would grin till her face hurt, watching her best friend who had what she couldn’t. She reveled in seeing a real-live daddy up close.


Watching Norwood twirl Natasha around the kitchen, Abra felt a pain with her pleasure. She was no longer a little girl, with her face pressed against the window, living through her best friend’s experience of having a daddy. Abra had never known what it felt like to have been doted on: to feel the safety of a daddy’s lap; to have his thick fingers fumble through your scalp, trying to braid your hair; to have the reassurance that he was waiting in the airport until your flight left the ground.


It was pain for what she’d missed, but she didn’t know that yet.


During that school vacation Natasha introduced Abra to Cullen. Cullen was the only real friend Natasha had made after her family moved to Chicago. He became the brother she never had. For Cullen, Natasha was the princess on the hill—he from Lake Meadows, the son of one of Norwood’s rib-joint managers. They had suffered together through taunts by neighborhood roughs because they wore uniforms to their ritzy high school and endured condescension from their White classmates, who didn’t want them there. They grew even closer when they both went to Howard, Norwood’s alma mater.


Natasha’s intention was not to fix them up, but simply to introduce one friend to another. But from the day Cullen saw Abra, all Fair Isle sweaters and hair bands, with none of the haughty mannerisms of some of the girls in Majors and Minors—the social group for the children of South Side strivers, who had never let Cullen forget that he was a scholarship nerd—he had to have her. She was pretty, but that wasn’t the attraction. She had a quiet strength that he didn’t have, and he admired her for it. He had thought of Abra as out of his league, so he pursued her the only way he knew how—by becoming her friend. She understood his drive to succeed was fueled in part by seeing how his dad worshiped successful Norwood. Abra fell for Cullen for many reasons—he was focused, ambitious, and reminded her of Norwood. Cullen liked the fact that she had gone to Princeton, and that she looked and acted how he thought the wife of a major corporate player should—restrained but approachable. She knew all his insecurities; he shared them with her, showed her his scars. She didn’t do the converse, so he erroneously thought that meant she didn’t have either. She couldn’t see his faults. Both of them saw in the other what they were brought up to believe they should want. When they decided to marry, right after graduation, no one was surprised, although Natasha tried to convince them that they were too young.


For the first three years of their marriage, they did everything together, never seeing a movie or having a meal with anyone else, other than for business. They were both dressed from the same tedious English clothier, striking a pose of a grown-up Buffy and Jodi in Blackface. Perfectly matched bookends; sex every day—sometimes in the morning, oftentimes in the middle of the night—screaming orgasms that just got more intense. They thought this was how marriage was. Then they started trying to have a baby. After two years of trying the only reason the doctors could come up with for no baby was that amorphous six-letter word stress. She quit her Big-Five accounting job and stayed home for a year, decorating the house and trying to get pregnant. While Abra and Cullen were in their cocoon, Natasha was busy building her business, growing from sitcom writer to producer and then creating her own show. After Abra’s second year trying but failing to get pregnant, Natasha talked her into becoming her business partner.


“I need help and you’re the only person I trust,” Natasha told her.


Abra was apprehensive.


“You need something to take your mind off having a baby,” Cullen had said.





chapter 3



THE EAST COAST OFFICE of Is My Wig On Straight Productions consisted of a twelve-by-twelve room with a small entryway, near which her assistant, Sandy, sat at a desk and answered the phones. Framed film posters of Dance with a Stranger, The Postman Always Rings Twice, Goodfellas, The Shawshank Redemption, and Eve’s Bayou hung on the dark celery-colored walls. She watched Sandy hold up her MAC compact for the fourth time this morning and apply a shade of burgundy lipstick. Maybe having her lips coated helped her sound better on the phone. Abra had been working at getting their sitcom into syndication and finally had a firm offer. She weighed telling Natasha, who would want to take the first deal offered, to get the money.


Natasha Coleman’s life was everything Abra’s was not. Natasha was wildly single, and checking out every man in L.A. with a cellular phone and a business card. She wore her hair in brown and blond crinkly extensions down her back and haute couture jackets over skintight pants or jeans, often in the colors of children’s toys—citron and periwinkle. “Looks good with my hair color,” she’d say. Abra wore her hair relaxed, uncurled, untrimmed, just straight down, grazing her shoulders and held back from her face with a hair band. Her clothes, while no longer stodgy, were minimalist. She preferred dark pantsuits and splurged on shirts and leather loafers. Natasha had her teeth bleached every few months, so her bright whites looked even more spectacular against her skin. Her most recent indulgence was having a manicure twice a week at her desk; pedicure was every other, also at the office. Abra occasionally got a Korean manicure. Natasha worked with a personal trainer five days a week. Abra sometimes took a two-mile walk through her neighborhood on weekends.


Natasha and Abra had made some bank off On the Verge, a show Natasha created about a group of Black actresses living in the same apartment building, but if the syndication deal went through, they’d make enough money to not have to do anything—for a long time. Abra’s fear. One of Abra’s toughest jobs was to constantly remind Natasha of their yearling status and keep her from spending crazy money. Since all their money was supposed to go back into the business, Natasha justified her expenses as business ones.


“You can’t lunch at Mickey-Dee’s, darling; it’s gotta be Ivy,” she’d breathe into the phone whenever Abra would yell at her for her daily three-hundred-dollar lunch tab.


Abra knew that she was the silent, sturdy half of both her partnerships. Cullen and Natasha were excitement junkies, who liked to talk about the deal. Abra was the one who put together all the details and made it go. It wasn’t a depressing thought, it was just the way it was.


•  •  •


THE SOUL PALACE was the latest entry in the New York Niggerati nightspots. It was the kind of place where actors of all stripes—soaps, nighttime, and theater—hung out alongside the requisite large number of models, rap-music moguls, and a splattering of financial types. Abra understood that the movie business was to the nineties what investment banking was to the eighties and that Soul Palace was just the kind of place Natasha would feel right at home in. Abra arrived, looked around the packed restaurant, and of course, no Natasha. She quickly surveyed the room. There was a well-known, middle-aged criminal-defense lawyer dining with what had to be a starlet, a beautiful thing a third his age. Abra checked her raincoat, was seated in the sipping room, and ordered a glass of club soda. Just as she finished the second section of her Wall Street Journal, Natasha blew into the café. Abra looked at her friend and smiled, mostly to herself, at the sight. Natasha’s multicolored weave was half piled up and the rest flowing all over her leopard-print swing coat, which matched the restaurant runner. She had on wagon-red suede leggings with matching turtleneck and carried a cobalt-blue leather garment bag with duffel.


“Cadabra!” Natasha shouted, greeting her friend with part of the nickname she’d coined for her when they were little.


“Hey there,” Abra said, getting up to hug.


They hugged tightly, as they always did. After a drink, they were led to their table. En route they passed an NBA player at a table with three women.


“He slept with Sybil, my trainer in L.A.,” Natasha whispered to Abra over her shoulder, “then he dumped her.”


“He’s starting a record label,” Abra said as they were seated. “They’re probably a singing group.”


Natasha sipped from her water glass and looked around. “Isn’t that that lawyer, what’s his name . . . ,” she said, snapping her fingers.


Abra supplied the name.


“Who is that he’s with? Can’t be his daughter with his Yoda-looking ass,” Natasha said, disgusted by the sight.


Abra laughed and drank her soda water.


Natasha asked about the syndication deal.


“I just got a verbal from the exec VP of development over at Blax,” Abra said. “They’re very interested.”


“Really? That’s great, why didn’t you call me?”


“Well, it’s not done yet. He’s sending the contracts over next week, but I think we need to get somebody else interested . . .”


“Look, we need to be ordering some Cristal, ’cause we got a deal.”


“Hold on, Natasha. I’m talking a matter of days. We leak it that Blax is interested and another offer will come.”


“Okay, we give it three days.”


“I say five.”


Natasha let out an oversized sigh.


“You’re a pit bull,” Natasha said.


“That’s what you pay me for,” Abra said, and smiled. “We’re in play, girlfriend.”


Natasha leaned in toward Abra so that they could put their foreheads together.


“We’re young, we’re fabulous, and we’re about to get paid.” They held up their glasses and clinked.


“This is gonna be great,” Natasha said. “Do you know how much we’re gonna get?”


“Not an exact number yet, but let’s just say money’s not going to be much of a worry.”


“So we need to get you to a spa,” Natasha said, opening the menu.


“I know. I look pale.”


“How about some highlights . . . ? They have all this fried stuff . . . ,” Natasha said, frowning at the menu.


“I need to lose some of this weight, it’s the Perganol.”


“So stop taking that damn medicine.”


“I know, I probably should just forget it.”


Natasha closed the menu and looked at her. “Are you feeling all right?”


“Oh sure, everything’s great.”


“I’ve read that those drugs can really fuck with your head. Why don’t you stop taking that stuff? If you and Cullen were meant to have a baby, it’ll happen. You don’t have time now anyway, which brings me to my next point.”


Abra raised her hand to summon the waitress.


“We’re having no success at getting some backing on this damn film,” Natasha complained.


“We just need to make another list of contacts and start a new round of meetings,” Abra said.


“Can you do that?”


“Of course.”


“I was thinking, maybe we should just take the syndication money and finance the film ourselves.”


“Let’s get the money before we start spending it.”


“Yeah, yeah, but what do you think of that idea?”


Abra took a bite of her crab cakes. “I think we should look at the syndication money as a last resort. Once word gets around, we become more visible, and I think that’s what we need to get the film made.”


“Have we talked enough business to write off this dinner?”


“Yep.”


“Great, so what else is up? Where’s Cullen tonight?”


Abra looked at her watch and said he was still at work.


“So you can come with me. We can hang.”


Abra ordered coffee, knowing that wherever they were headed was going to be an adventure.


•  •  •


THEY TOOK A CAB downtown past Canal Street and got out in front of a redone warehouse. They rode a Lilliputian lift that let them off into a sprawling loft lit by blue disco lights. The place belonged to the rap mogul of the moment, and someone had made it up to look like a club. After their eyes adjusted to the dimness of the place, Natasha began seeing people she recognized and Euro-kissing. Abra hung back and looked around. There was a spread of fried chicken, greens, yams on one table; on another, a spread of enchiladas, burritos, rice and beans. A man whose sole job was to mix, shake, and pour martinis stood next to a table loaded down with bowls of shrimp, lobster claws, chopped boiled eggs, crackers and caviar—beluga, bowls of it. Abra took a cracker, shoveled some beluga onto it, and did the math—we’re talking $200 for fourteen ounces and here were several almost bucket-sized bowls. She’d heard of the rap producer, even seen a few of his videos, but until she saw the art, the rugs, the layout of the food, she had no idea he was mega-moguling. For Natasha, this was a party; for Abra, an opportunity.


She looked around the room. None of the women had on trousers, and the skirts they wore literally showed their butts. She didn’t want to stand out, but there was nothing to be done about the black suit and white T-shirt she was wearing. She also fingered the heavy gold necklace Cullen had given her last year, which she’d thought too much at the time. She located the host, whose head was encircled in a cloud of Monte Cristo smoke. He was jerking his head to a bass beat so strong, she was sure the floor would give in. She walked up to him and introduced herself, although she knew he couldn’t hear her. She handed him a business card and he looked down through the smoke, then cocked his head in the direction for her to follow. They went into a soundproof room filled with mixers and an electronic board.


“Nice piece,” he said, referring to her necklace.


She instinctively caressed it.


“Oh, thanks. Um, listen, I know you probably don’t want to talk business now but . . .”


“Always doin’ bitness. Whassup?”


“Well, my partner and I have a production company, we did On the Verge, you might’ve—”


“I know ’bout it.”


“Yeah. So we now have a film that we’re trying to get produced. We’ve got Mona Love committed to star, we’ve got all kinds of directors who are interested, we just need some capital.”


“How much?”


“About five . . . five million.”


“Short money,” he said, looking Abra up and down, trying to figure her out.


She looked back at him, pupil to pupil. He smiled when he realized she wasn’t intimidated.


“Send me the script. If I like it, we do it.”


“Great, you’ll have it on Monday.”


“Cool.”


With that, he went back to his party and Abra went to collect Natasha.





chapter 4



ODESSA LEWIS had arrived in New York City, wearing a homemade tweed suit and a black velvet hat with a feather in it. She looked as green as corn in May, but thought she was ready. Straight off the farm like millions before her, and, like those before her, she was determined to make a full life for herself in the New World. New York was as different from her native Virginia as honey from hominy grits. Didn’t matter. She’d figure out how to use those trains, get her a job, save her money, find a nice Southern gentleman who wanted the same things out of life that she did, and that would be that.


She had completed two years at Virginia State before her folks ran out of money and she had to withdraw. Her daddy had begged her to stay down south, but she wanted excitement and to be around people who didn’t have to legally bow to White folks. Her daddy was heartbroken, her mother pretended to be, too, but secretly encouraged her youngest child to see the world, to never settle. “It eats up your soul,” her mother would whisper.


Odessa was a sturdy woman with dancer’s legs. In her small Virginia hometown, she’d been considered a beauty; in New York, she was merely a pretty woman—nice, but not one to turn heads the way the octoroons who danced at Harlem’s restricted clubs did. She was a brownish woman, a mix of a licorice-colored daddy and a peach-hued mama. Her long face had cheekbones that made it interesting, full lips, and a narrow nose with nostrils that flared when she laughed or got pissed.
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