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1

TRISTA




I
have a wicked hangover. And as the Saturday-morning sunshine streams between the curtains into the hotel room and warms my face, I’m certain that a jackhammer has taken up residence behind my right pupil. Damn, I forgot to take my contacts out last night; they’re stuck to my eyeballs. For a moment, I think about staying in bed all day and sleeping off my pounding headache, but as my splintered gaze slowly begins to focus, it falls on the strapless violet gown hanging on the back of the closet door. I groan and remember that duty calls. Today, my best friend, my homegirl, my soror, my ace boon coon Elise is getting married, and I’m the maid of honor. And no matter that we’ve been friends since we learned how to double Dutch, I don’t think sistergirl would forgive me for even thinking about missing her big day.

Gently clasping my throbbing head in my hands, I sit up in the bed and wrap the sheet tightly around my naked body. Is the room actually spinning? I’m such a lightweight. I should have stuck to my self-imposed two-drink-max rule last night. As I feel my hair, I realize most of it has fought its way free of the sleek French knot Elise requested the bridesmaids get at the hair salon yesterday. It’s a matted mess. We were supposed to wrap it tightly and have it lightly touched up today, if necessary. Elise is going to kill me.

What time is it? Pushing aside two champagne flutes, a half-empty bottle of Veuve Clicquot, my cell phone, and BlackBerry resting on the mahogany nightstand, I squint at the digital clock. Luckily it’s only 10:17. I’ve got a while before I have to pull myself together and meet my girls Amaya, Viv, and the rest of the bridal party downstairs in the lobby to go take pictures before this evening’s wedding ceremony.

My office is under strict orders not to bother me this weekend, but judging from the red voicemail light flashing rapidly on my cell, the vibrating pager, and the bright-orange message light on the hotel phone, some are still desperate to reach me. Ordinarily I would return all voicemails and emails first thing in the morning, but I drank so much champagne last night my head feels like it’s being squeezed between the bellies of two sumo wrestlers.

Well, this is the first real vacation I’ve taken in the seven years since I joined The Agency (derisively referred to in the entertainment industry as T&A—Tits and Abs—for the high number of busty starlets and leading men with six-packs in our stable), so the demanding partners and my narcissistic clients seeking reassurance that they are beautiful, talented, and destined for Oscar glory (always in that order) will have to function without me for a few more days. Hopefully none of them have been arrested for intent to distribute, left their wife for the fifteen-year-old Scandinavian au pair, or gone AWOL from a movie shoot to check into rehab.

Gingerly turning my head toward the window, I think I hear rain. Damn, Elise has to be freaking out right now. Her ripped-from-the-pages-of–Martha Stewart Living dream wedding day is ruined. The bridal party was scheduled to take pictures outside at the botanical gardens prior to this evening’s candlelight service. Didn’t someone once tell me that rain on a wedding day was good luck? Whoever said it doesn’t matter, because I’m not about to say that to Elise Erin Jacobs. And I know my girl Amaya, the diva of drama, and even Viv, who’s the most rational of all of us, ain’t trying to say that mess either. Let the man who will vow today to cherish her till death do us part get cursed out in front of four hundred of their closest friends and family members.

Elise is an only child, so this wedding is a big deal for her family. Her daddy hit the California Quick Pick Lotto Jackpot for $87 million back when Elise was in junior high school. Two weeks later, Big Poppa Cal bought three one-way airline tickets to Atlanta, where his brother lived, and told his family to pack only the family photos; that was all they would be taking from Mercy’s Way Housing Projects in Compton.

Elise and I had lived next door to each other since we could remember; we were best friends. Whenever my mom was out on one of her drunken binges down at the dog track, my father was out looking for her, and my older sister was running the streets, I would spend the night with the Jacobs, no questions asked. Her mom—I call her Ms. Evelyn—would tuck me into Elise’s narrow cot. If I was lucky, I would fall asleep before I heard my father dragging my mother, yelling and cursing, down the hallway, back into the apartment.

After Elise moved to Atlanta we vowed to keep in touch. We wrote each other long letters with glittery red pens on “Hello, Kitty” stationery. And every Sunday, I would wait by the pay phone in the hallway of our building for Elise’s four-o’clock call. For an hour, I would catch her up on who was gang bangin’ now, my sister’s latest antics, and my nonexistent high school social life, and she would tell me about living in Atlanta. I loved hearing about their big new house, their heated swimming pool, Jacuzzi, tennis court, her new poodle Mercy. When she told me about some of the girls in her new school who called her “project girl,” I teasingly told her, “Look, Wheezie Jefferson, you better let those bama-ass girls know you don’t take no mess or punch them dead in the eye!” She’d laugh and say she’d try to do better. I thought she had the best life. When she came back to Southern California to go to UC with me, it was just like old times. We even pledged together.

And while Big Poppa Cal’s lottery fortune hadn’t exactly endeared the family to the local black elite over the years, Elise was marrying into one of the city’s premier families. Will was Atlanta’s crown prince, the son of the mayor, so the guest list was a veritable Who’s Who of the Atlanta elite. Jet and Ebony had flown in their best photographers to record the white-tie nuptials. Knowing Elise and her mom, they were probably organizing a conference call with Jesus himself right now to negotiate a break in the clouds.

But I couldn’t even be mad at my girl: she was turning out her New Year’s Eve wedding first class. Guests who were traveling from out of town were met at the airport by gleaming black chauffeured limousines. A professionally shot “welcome video” featuring Elise and Will entertained us during the short ride to the Ritz Carlton Hotel. When we arrived, the desk clerk informed us that our room charges were taken care of, compliments of the Jacobs family.

Once upstairs, we were treated to even more surprises. A huge basket awaited us in our rooms. I dug into the assortment of makeup, perfume, cologne, a robe, satin slippers, CDs, scented candles, and fragrant bath salts. On the coffee table was a bottle of champagne, and a silver platter with strawberries decorated in dark and white chocolate to look like they were wearing tuxedos. A Tiffany gift box held a pair of crystal flutes engraved with the words Elise and Will 2005. An envelope held a list of additional amenities at our disposal—among them, a fleet of cars on standby to take us anywhere we needed to go, as well as in-room massage, manicure, and pedicure.

As I looked around the elegant suite and popped one of the decadent strawberries into my mouth, I mumbled to myself, “Shoot! Martha Stewart ain’t got nothing on a black woman with a plan and a platinum Amex.”

The extravaganza was on New Year’s Eve, and, considering the welcome I’d received so far, I wouldn’t be surprised if they had corralled Dick Clark into forgoing dropping the big ball in Times Square in favor of doing it at their reception.

I knew it was going to be a wedding to remember.

But for now all I want to do is forget about last night.

 

AS A FRESH WAVE of nausea washes over me, I collapse against the mountain of pillows. I need to get to the bathroom. Why can’t I will my body to just get out of this bed, crawl across the floor, and get acquainted with the Ritz’s porcelain goddess? But I immediately dismiss that idea when the sound of the shower running penetrates my foggy brain. I bolt upright in the bed. It’s not raining outside. That’s the shower I hear running. He’s in the bathroom.

I sink back down in the bed and put one of the pillows over my face. I’m not ready to face him yet, and it has nothing to do with the hangover. I can’t believe I slept with him last night. Again.

 

OF COURSE I NEVER intended to sleep with Damon. In fact, I had planned to do the total opposite: to be fabulous but frosty. Divine but distant. Play it cool. Yeah, I had it all planned. So what happened?

What happened was my backbone snapped like an old rubber band as soon as I saw him last night at the rehearsal dinner. I had just returned to my seat after taking some pictures of Elise and Will when he walked into the private dining room. While I knew that, as Will’s frat brother, Damon had been invited, Elise had mentioned to me that he might not make it because he was in the midst of a big business deal. Secretly I had been disappointed. I had wanted to show him that I had made it. Without him. But there he was. Standing at just over six feet, with satiny-brown chocolate skin and a neatly trimmed mustache, dark eyes framed by lashes any woman would kill for, Damon Reynolds was still f-i-n-e. And judging by the expensive-looking suit, the last ten years had served brotherman well.

According to The Negro Network (TNN), the informal email gossip grapevine that allowed any young, black, and even mildly successful person to find out relationship status, job title, income range, and assorted other personal and juicy information on anyone within about six exchanges with friends, he was a vice president of a white-shoe investment bank in New York. Glad to hear his dream came true.

Well, he wasn’t the only one that had made their dreams come true. After graduating from college and law school, I landed a coveted job in the mailroom of The Agency, where I had busted my ass seventy hours a week and was about to become a partner in the hottest talent agency in the world. Everything I thought I wanted was falling into place. I had a growing roster of superstar clients, maintained a Rolodex that many of my backstabbing coworkers would sell a kidney—or any other major organ or appendage—for, and owned a luxurious beachfront condo. Not bad for the scholarship student from the projects who arrived at the University of California with a suitcase full of donated clothes and fifty dollars in her pocket. I wasn’t exactly the poor little girl from South Central that Damon last saw at graduation. I had made it on my own. Just like I said I would.

Elise liked to tease me that “on paper” I had everything. She said the only thing I was missing was a man. I tried to explain to her that being an SSBFDLA (a successful, single, black, female dating in L.A.) and finding a good man to date—forget falling in love with—was like navigating a full-contact sport. And besides, most brothers act like if they gave you the time of day you should come running, like Bob Barker just called your name for the Showcase Showdown. Why is it that the sisters who have men are always trying to tell those of us who don’t that it’s so easy to find someone?

But lately I had started to think about what Elise was saying. Watching a lot of my friends and coworkers getting married and starting to have children had me thinking that maybe there was more to life than work. I knew that I was on the right track to making partner at The Agency, and that would bring me the financial security I had been striving for, but maybe I want more… like someone to share my life with. I don’t want to end up alone.

Unfortunately, the most serious relationship I’ve had was two years ago with Faison, a guy I met in a chatroom on blackplanet.com who I subsequently found out was addicted to internet porn. Most of the guys I meet are wannabe actors who just want to get into my panties in the hopes that they’ll put it on me so good I’ll take them on as a client or introduce them to one of my contacts. I only made that mistake one time… okay, maybe twice. It’s rough out here.

My girl Amaya, who practically requires an IRS audit and a Sports Illustrated cover before she’ll go out with a guy, hasn’t exactly found her soulmate, either. Viv, on the other hand, is a hopeless romantic, in love and still in a “relationship” with the father of her child. Relationship. If you want to call it that.

And my work schedule is so demanding that the last thing I want to do if I actually have some spare time is play let’s-get-to-know-each-other with someone my married friends think I’d like. Ever since Amaya, Viv, and I all turned thirty a couple of years ago, it seems like all our married friends have been on a mission to hook us up with guys they “think we’ll find interesting.” And every last hook-up is a disaster. With a capital D. Which is why I was at my girl’s wedding solo.

At the rehearsal dinner, as Damon made his way around the room, greeting other friends from college, our eyes locked. Stay cool, girl. I tried to appear in control of the situation, I raised my champagne glass to him in greeting and then swallowed the contents to steady my nerves. His almond-shaped brown eyes took me in as his full lips curved into a sexy half-smile. He mouthed the word “Hello.”

“Damn, girl, is that fine-ass Damon?” asked Viv as she jumped up from her seat, nearly knocking over her chair in the process. She craned her neck to get a better look.

“Yeah,” I said, trying to act nonchalant, but Viv, the tenacious reporter, had always been part bloodhound. And after twelve years of friendship, she knew me better than anyone—especially when it came to my college romance with Damon.

“Yeah?” she said, putting her hand on her hip and snorting at my obvious discomfort. “Girl, don’t even try to act like you still not sweatin’ that brother.”

Across the room I caught Amaya’s eye; she’d turned away from one of the groomsmen, who seemed to be having a conversation with her breasts, to see if I’d noticed Damon’s arrival. I hoped she wouldn’t try to turn this into a big deal.

But I knew Viv was right. Who was I kidding? Damon hadn’t been back in my life—or, rather, in my immediate proximity—for more than forty-five seconds and I was already perspiring all the way down to my thong. As my body temperature continued to climb, I prayed the sweat wouldn’t cause any perceptible stains on my new Helmut Lang pantsuit. I slipped off the jacket and hung it along the back of my chair. My matching silk halter-top suddenly made me feel exposed. As I adjusted the narrow strips of fabric that barely covered my smallish B-cups, I suddenly regretted buying the flimsy top. While Viv and Amaya had both raved about it when I tried it on yesterday, saying it really complimented my caramel skin, I knew Amaya really wanted me to buy the top so she could borrow it when we got back to L.A. That heiffa ain’t slick. When I looked up from adjusting my clothing, Damon was standing by my side.

“Trista,” Damon said, enveloping me in a warm embrace. Even after all these years I still loved the way that man said my name. He always drew it out as if he were savoring the sound of the syllables on his tongue. As we pulled away from each other, one of his large fingers trailed down my bare back; I suppressed a shiver.

“Damon, how are you?” I asked coolly.

Viv assessed after a split second that this was a DEFCON 3 situation and slid between us to save her girl from making a fool of herself. “Hey, Dame,” she said, as she hugged him, “it’s good to see you. Toast the happy couple with us.”

I accepted Viv’s interference and grabbed the champagne, refilled my glass, and took a large swallow. When I turned back to Viv and Damon, they were staring at me.

“How about a glass for Damon, Tris?” said Viv as she nudged me sharply while continuing to smile at Damon.

“My bad,” I mumbled as I filled the champagne flute in his outstretched hand.

Thankfully, before I could embarrass myself further, Will came up and pulled Damon away for a picture of the frat brothers. As I watched him leave, Amaya sidled up to me, smiling like she knew I was up to no good. I put up my hand to indicate I wasn’t trying to hear anything she had to say and took my seat.

“Damn, girl,” she said as she sat down beside me. “You hittin’ that this weekend?”

“Hitting that?” I asked, and looked at her like she’d sprouted an extra head during dinner. “Please don’t talk to me like I’m one of those wannabe rappers you like to date.”

“Call it whatever you want, girlfriend, but you might need to break him off a little sumthin sumthin tonight,” said Viv, who giggled loudly as she reached around me and high-fived Amaya. We were seated with the Jacobs family minister, who would be officiating tomorrow’s ceremony, and his wife, a dead ringer for Coretta Scott King. She looked at us pointedly and whispered something to her husband.

“Look, ladies,” I whispered tightly as I flashed Coretta a fake smile. “Can we try to act like we’ve matured in the ten years since I’ve last seen him?”

“Ain’t nobody trying to say we haven’t matured,” said Amaya. “All we’re saying is that Damon’s looking good and this weekend is a prime opportunity for your celibate behind to ring in the New Year properly. And your girls ain’t trying to let you miss out, acting like you all grown up and shit.”

“Preach,” said Viv, as she raised her glass in agreement.

“First of all, I am not ‘celibate’…”

“When’s the last time you had sex?” they both demanded as they cut me off.

“Let me rephrase,” said Amaya. “When was the last time you had good sex?”

“Awww, damn, girl,” said Viv as she snapped her fingers. “She’s got you there.”

“For your nosey information, I’m seeing someone.” As soon as I said it I wished I could grab the words back. Why’d I go and say that?

“Who?” they both demanded.

“None of your business,” I answered defensively, picking at my crème brûlée. I could see them out of the corner of my eye going down a short list of potential partners.

“Wait a minute, are you talking about that tired lawyer you introduced us to a couple of weeks ago at G. Garvins?” said Viv as she snapped her fingers at the memory of the three of us having a celebratory dinner for Viv’s birthday.

“You guys did seem awful cozy,” said Amaya, who nodded in agreement.

“If you all must be all up in mine, yes, it was Garrett James.”

“Eww,” they both screeched. Coretta shot us another sharp look. Instead of worrying about our convo, Mrs. Johnson needed to focus on her husband, the Good Reverend Doctor, who flirted with Amaya every time the old bat left the table.

“Garrett James, for your information, is a really great guy, and a very accomplished attorney,” I said.

“Whatever,” Viv said, dismissively waving a forkful of her dessert at me. “All I know is that when he realized Amaya and I weren’t lawyers or potential clients he didn’t have two words to say to us. And it’s my guess that Garrett Lame couldn’t put in work if instructions from the Kama Sutra were written into one of his legal briefs.”

“I know that’s right,” said Amaya. “I mean, he’s fine and all, but he did seem kinda siddity-acting.”

“Shows what you two know,” I said. “We’ve been having a great time together.”

“So why haven’t you told us about you spending time with him?” quizzed Amaya. “Because he’s w-w-wack,” she summarized by making scratching motions on an imaginary turntable.

“He’s not wack,” I shot back. After being in a dating black hole for nearly two years, honestly, I was just happy to have someone who called a second time when he said he would, and this looked like it might, maybe, sorta, possibly, if the moon, planets, and stars aligned in the right way, turn into something decent. Garrett and I hadn’t actually done the do yet, but we’d had some heavy petting here and there, so the sex looked promising. And Lord knows I could use some.

“Please, girl,” said Viv. “It’s been so long since you’ve had some good ’n plenty that if he was laying the pipe right, he’d be sitting at this table with us right now.”

“Whatever, ladies,” I said. I returned to my dessert and tried to discreetly scan the room under lowered lashes to see where Damon was.

Shoot, who were they to talk? Neither one of them was doing any better than me in the relationship department. Viv, at thirty-two, was also another one who seemed to have it all “on paper.” She was a senior reporter who covered the breakups and makeups behind the scenes and between the sheets of the celeb set for the Los Angeles Daily News. But on the personal tip, my girl Viv was a complete mess. Still hung up on her son’s father, Sean, she was only having ex-sex with him and could never seem to make a clean break. He, on the other hand, didn’t seem to have a problem seeing other people. But Viv continued to love his dirty drawers. And after each disastrous time they hooked up, Amaya and I would receive the teary recap. Viv had already excused herself numerous times during dinner to “call and check on Corey.” Girlfriend thought we hadn’t noticed but we both knew full well that Viv was really calling to see if anyone else was over there with Sean.

I’ve told her a million times she needs to let that one go.

And Amaya, well, she was probably the only one of us who didn’t have it all “on paper.” Sexy in a sort of young Pam Grier kind of way, she’d won a contest to be the spokesmodel in a hair-relaxer commercial while we were in undergrad. Bitten by the acting bug, she’d been doing the Hollywood hustle ever since. She supports herself with roles in music videos and small movie parts, but mostly sustains her lifestyle of the rich and scandalous thanks to the generous support of industry players, tattoo-laced athletes or rappers, plus the residuals from that old commercial, which airs during Soul Train reruns.

So, needless to say, I certainly wasn’t about to take advice from the two of them regarding what to do about Damon.

“I’m going out for a cigarette,” I said and excused myself before either of them could get in another word. Ducking out of the room, I asked one of the waiters where I could light up. He must have thought I wanted to smoke some herb because he pointed to a dimly lit terrace just off of the ballroom.

I opened the French doors and stepped out into the chilly air. I’d run out of there so quickly I had forgotten my jacket, and the little top provided zero protection. Shivering, I lit my cigarette quickly so I could smoke and get back inside, where it was warm. I was so busy hopping around, trying to heat up, that I didn’t hear the door open behind me.

“Nice night,” said Damon as he stepped out onto the terrace and shut the door.

“Uh-huh.” I immediately wished I’d gone to the bar. Did he follow me out here? He is looking too good for the two of us to be out here alone. Viv and Amaya were right—I hadn’t had that itch scratched nicely in a while. And he brought back so many memories.

A sister can only be so strong.

“Cold?” he asked as he slipped off his suit jacket and draped it around my shoulders before I could answer. The warm fabric smelled of his cologne. This man might make me hurt him.

“Thanks,” I mumbled and pulled his jacket tightly around my shoulders, continuing to puff on my cigarette. Even though he closed the doors behind him, we still heard the band playing softly inside the dining room.

“So how’s L.A. treating you?” asked Damon. Hmmm… so he’s been keeping up with me… I told him that I was happily on track to make partner.

“You’ve accomplished everything you always said you would do, Tris.” Without you, I wanted to say but held my tongue.

“Yeah, you’re right. What about you?” I forced myself to ask. I didn’t want it to seem as if I was keeping up with him.

“New York is cool. Just doing my thing at the bank. You know, just trying to make it.” It was so like him to downplay his success, but I knew he was doing more than “just trying to make it.” At dinner someone had passed around a copy of Black Enterprise, which mentioned Damon in their roundup of the top black execs on Wall Street.

“How are your folks?” I asked as I looked up at him out the corner of my eye.

“Good. Howard and Diana sold their dental practice a few years ago and are now hell bent on seeing every corner of the globe,” he answered. “I never know where they are until I get a postcard in the mail from someplace like Johannesburg or Anchorage, Alaska.”

“That’s great.”

“What about your pops, your sister?”

“They’re great,” I said with a forced smile. If Damon noticed my discomfort, he didn’t let on. “Daddy retired. My sister’s still the same.”

“That’s good. So what about you?” he asked, turning to look at me, then copping a drag on my cigarette. “You’re looking good. Real good, Tris. You must be beating brothers off with a stick out there inL.A.”

“Oh, you know… ” I said, unwilling to elaborate.

“Seeing anybody special?” he asked and looked into my eyes as if he could read the answer in them before I spoke.

“I wouldn’t say special, but you know… ”

“So, when did you start smoking?” he asked, changing the subject. “You used to give me so much grief about smoking in college.”

“In law school it was either cigarettes or crack, and I didn’t think being a crack head would help me make law review.”

“Wow, you even choose your vices based on career impact. You always were focused.”

“You’d know that better than anyone else,” I shot back pointedly.

“You’re not still mad about that, are you?” he asked as he passed the cigarette back to me.

“Of course not. I’m just saying that you should know better than anyone else about how focused I can be.”

“Would it help to say I’m sorry for what happened?”

“Nearly a decade has passed since we had that fight. Surely you don’t think I’m still mad?” I hoped he would believe me and let it go.

I met Damon our freshman year, when he was handing out copies of a black student newspaper on the quad. I had tried to walk by without taking a copy of the paper he had just started.

“Look, sister, there ain’t but a few of us black folks on this campus. We got to stick together,” he had called after me. I turned back around and looked at him. He smiled and wrote his phone number on the copy of the paper he gave me. I was hooked. We shared the same biting sense of humor, a love of blaxploitation movies, Langston Hughes’s poetry, and greasy Chinese takeout. We coordinated our class schedules so we could see each other as much as possible. And then there was the sex. Damon had been my first and he studied my body like it was a required course he had to pass. We were adventurous, we’d do it anywhere. The library stacks, back in the stockroom at his job, on his little desk at the newspaper office, the bathroom at a party. We didn’t care. Practically overnight I became one of those sorry sisters who drops all her girls for a man. Luckily, Viv and Amaya, who said they were just happy to see me getting some, also liked Damon, so they didn’t give me too much grief. Not that it would have mattered, because Damon had me wide open.

The only thing we fought about was when he claimed I didn’t have enough time for him. I tried to explain to him that I had to work hard. This degree was my ticket out of the ’hood. I swore I wasn’t going back to South Central. And I was going to help my family get out, too. I wasn’t like Damon; I didn’t have an upper-middle-class family of medical professionals that I could fall back and depend on to write check after check for tuition. I had student loans to rival the national deficit. I had to make it on my own. There was no other choice. I was frustrated that he couldn’t see that. Our disagreements became more frequent toward the end of our senior year, because nothing was going to stop me from graduating at the top of our class and getting into law school.

On the eve of graduation, Damon begged me to spend our last night at school with him, but I’d been finalizing my valedictory address and told him I couldn’t. We’d had a huge fight that ended with me storming out of Damon’s apartment after he accused me of always putting everything else before our relationship. The next day I delivered my address and headed to a summer law program at the University of Chicago. He’d landed a job with Merrill Lynch and moved to New York. We tried to keep in touch, and he was always asking me to come to New York to see him, but I was too busy with my classes. Our strained conversations, with him accusing me of never having time for us, became less frequent and eventually just stopped. And we hadn’t seen each other since.

I’d wanted to pick up the phone so many times. Just to call and hear his voice. Make sure that he was okay, but my pride wouldn’t let me. I threw myself into my law studies, graduated at the top of my class, and buried all those feelings for Damon. Or so I thought.

“You know, I’ve thought about you a lot over the years,” he said.

“Yeah?” I didn’t want to admit that I had thought about him, too, but had been too proud to reach out. We were both silent for a few moments, each of us lost in our own memories. Suddenly he took my hand in his and brought it to his lips. Even though it was freezing outside on the balcony, I felt myself warm up, my pulse quicken. He kissed me on the lips. His lips were full and soft like I remembered. I opened my mouth just enough for him to slip his tongue inside. I dropped my cigarette and wrapped my arms around his shoulders, leaning into his body. His hands slipped underneath his blazer to caress my bare back.

“What are we doing?” I asked as I pulled away from him.

“You’ve always asked too many questions,” he said as he smiled and pulled me back into his arms, then began to nuzzle my neck just below my ear. Damn, he knows that’s my spot. He moved up to my cheek and then back to my lips before I could protest. My mouth seemed to have a mind of its own as I inhaled his intoxicating scent. Maybe Viv and Amaya were right: this should be my night to get some. I nipped at his lips. What’s wrong with having one last night together?

“Feels like you’re trying to start something out here,” he said, his tone suddenly husky. Just the sound of his voice made me wet. It’s been a long time since I’d felt this excited. I tried to run down a mental list of the pros and cons of starting something with Damon tonight. But as his hands moved around my back to reach inside the thin strips of silk covering my breasts, my mind was made up.

“Want to go upstairs?” I asked, smiling at him daringly.

Damon pulled my hips into his and let me feel how much he wanted to. I’d forgotten how blessed he was and couldn’t wait to get reacquainted. He turned to open the door to the balcony. By the sound of the horns, the band was in the middle of an R&B flashback with a funky rendition of “Flashlight.” We escaped upstairs to my suite while all the guests dipped to the Electric Slide—the perfect song to distract attention from the fact that we’d disappeared. By the time we made it to my room the sexual tension crackling between us was almost visible. As Damon made his way over to me, I stood by the bed and poured some champagne into the two monogrammed flutes. I put an Isley Brothers CD from the gift basket into the player resting on the nightstand. Elise should have called her little gift the Booty Call Basket.

“Here’s to reunions,” I said as I raised my glass and took a sip.

“To reunions,” he said in agreement, and he also sipped. The champagne gave me courage. As I took his glass from him, a bit of the golden liquid dribbled down his chin and dropped onto his chest.

“Hey, you got me wet,” he said jokingly.

“Don’t worry about it, I’ll clean it up.” I clasped the back of his head and brought it down close to my face and flicked my tongue along his lips. Teasing him, I nipped at his full bottom lip with my teeth, sucking gently before moving along his chin, down his neck, and into the sprinkle of dark hairs along the opening of his shirt. As I unbuttoned his shirt I planted wet kisses along each peek of naked flesh, then helped him slip out of the shirt. My tongue traced the muscles along his shoulders, sometimes softly, sometimes hungrily. Before he could reach for me I pushed him down on the bed and stood between his legs.

“Relax, baby,” I said, looking at him and letting him know that I was in control tonight; he should just do as he was told.

Letting his jacket slip off of my shoulders, I took a few sips of champagne before I started to undress myself. I unsnapped the clasp on my top and let the halter drop into a silky puddle at his feet. I turned around and worked my hips slowly to the Isley Brothers’ beat, then let my pants drop to the floor. The moan that rose from the bed told me he appreciated the view, and the show. Turning around, I stood in front of him in my black La Perla thong and strappy Manolo Blahnik stilettos, and reached back to grab my champagne glass. The hungry look in his eyes told me my Pilates classes had been well worth the money, and the effort. I climbed onto the bed and straddled him. With a sly smile on my face, I took one more swallow before I tilted the glass and poured some champagne onto his chest.

“You going to clean that up, too?”

“But of course,” I said mischievously, then leaned down and began to lick the top of his chest and work around to his nipples. I remembered that they had always been sensitive, so I bit at them softly, pinched and pulled. Damon groaned and tried to grab at my hips. I playfully moved out of reach, sliding down his body, dragging my hard, standing-at-attention nipples along the way. They tingled at the warm sensation of his body and the cool liquid of the champagne. Using my tongue I followed the delicious rivulets. When the trail ended at his pants, I looked up at him and watched him stare at me as I unbuckled his belt and slowly pulled down his zipper. I told him to stand up and take off his pants. Then I pushed him back down on the bed, turned around, and sat on his lap; he felt more than ready. Clasping his hands, I brought them up around my body and sucked gently on two of his fingers, and then used them to trace my nipple. As he tried to squeeze my breast with one hand I pushed it down on my thigh. Then I took his other hand and sucked sensuously on one finger to give him a preview of what was to come. I could feel his heart beating against my back and I arched and let him caress my breasts as I rubbed my bottom slowly back and forth against his hardness. My head rolled back and I moaned. I was trying to maintain control of my seduction, but then the hand that had been resting on my thigh slid down between my thighs.

“Open your legs,” he whispered in my ear as he kissed my neck and pinched at my nipple with the other hand. I tried to resist him, to keep my legs closed, but the tables were turning on me. “Open your legs, Trista.” I arched my back and slowly spread my legs. He laughed softly and slid his finger down into the velvety wetness and began to stroke me.

“Mmm… nice,” he said in my ear as I rubbed harder back into his lap and then pushed against his large fingers. I wanted to feel him inside me, but he knew what I wanted and began to tease me. Two fingers danced around the edges of my lips, slipping in, slipping out, in, out.

“Oh God. Damon… Damon.” Suddenly he grabbed my arms and pulled me up on top of him and kissed me hard. Our tongues flicked around each other as he rolled over on top of me. He sucked hard on my neck and massaged my breasts, softly pinched my nipples. He moved hungrily back and forth between the two mounds as if he couldn’t decide which one he wanted. I arched my back to give him better access and wrapped my legs tightly around his. I was lost, and loved every minute of it.

When he gently pushed my legs apart, pushed aside the thin strip of lace with his tongue and then buried his face between my legs, I inhaled sharply. I couldn’t even think, it felt so good. His tongue played with me, sucking and gently biting. I closed my eyes and threw my arms over my head saying his name over and over. And then when I thought I was going to explode, he thrust into me. Always smooth—I hadn’t even noticed that he’d already put on a condom.

I put my arms around him and pushed him over, straddling him again. I put him inside of me, sliding up and down faster and faster, clasped my thighs tightly, and massaged my breasts. I rocked back and forth, up and down. I took him deep inside of me, rolling my hips, squeezing and releasing him until I felt the beginning waves of my orgasm.

“Oh, I’m about to come,” I moaned deeply as I slid up almost to his tip and then came down. I felt my body convulse. He arched his back up off of the bed, grabbed the back of my head and pulled my hair as his body contracted with mine.

We both collapsed against each other in a tangle of sweaty limbs. I rested my head on his chest and fell asleep to the sound of his heartbeat.

 

OH MY GOD, what was I thinking? I was supposed to be putting it on him last night, so how did I end up getting turned out? Drinking and sex do not mix. Especially with the college ex you never quite resolved things with. Suddenly the bathroom opens. Steam fills the doorway. I see Damon slathering shaving cream on his face. Droplets of water from the shower cling to his broad chest, and a crisp white monogrammed hotel towel hangs loosely around his hips. Good God, I could eat him alive.

Determined to look better than I feel, I assess my post-booty attractiveness factor. Grabbing loose strands of hair with one hand, I feel around in the tangled sheets for a stray bobby pin to twist my hair back up. My mouth could use a HAZMAT suit right now, but seeing as there’s no way for me to get to my toothbrush without breathing on Damon, I find my purse and pop a few Altoids in my mouth. My stomach contracts sharply but I clench my teeth and will the mints to stay down. Then I grab my tube of lip gloss from my bag and run it over my dry lips and then try to dig last night’s makeup out of the corners of my eyes. So not sexy.

“Well, someone’s finally awake,” says Damon as he emerges from the bathroom and sits down on the edge of the bed next to me. Each word is like a nail being driven into the base of my skull. I pull the sheet over my head.

“Are you hung over, baby girl?” he asks, using his pet name for me in college. He laughs and tries to pry the sheet out of my hands.

“Hung over doesn’t even begin to describe how I feel,” I mumble hoarsely from under the sheet. My tongue feels puffy and rough like it’s made of sandpaper.

“Must have been all the champagne you drank while you seduced me last night.”

I lower the sheet just enough to flip him the finger. I would kick him out of my bed, but the effort to lift one of my legs would surely send me into cardiac arrest.

“Not that a brotha’s complaining,” he says, lifting the edge of the sheet and sliding next to me. He reaches around to cup my breasts, softly rolls my nipples between his fingers, and begins to kiss the back of my neck. He’s lost the towel. He glances at the nightstand and sees the lights flashing insistently on my cell and BlackBerry.

“Looks like you’re pretty busy these days. Must be hard for a man to compete with all of that.”

“Well, lucky for me I still don’t believe in all work and no play,” I shot back. I can’t believe he’s bringing up our same old issue.

“Damn, what happened to the sweet girl I used to be in love with?” he asks with a chuckle as his hands begin to make their way down my body. “Now she’s all hard with this edge.”

Just when I’m starting to think that a little morning activity might be the perfect hangover remedy, my stomach contracts and I give a dry heave. Bolting upright with one hand over my mouth, I wrap the sheet around my naked body with the other hand and scamper across the bed to the bathroom. Lunging for the toilet, I kick the door shut behind me.

As Damon’s deep laugh vibrates in my ears, I lie on the cold marble floor, cradling the toilet bowl, waiting for the waves of nausea to pass. How could I have lost control like that in front of him? I loved Damon a long time ago, and in a moment of weakness I let him get to me again. But what’s past is past. I won’t allow myself to go back.

Silently I curse the day I introduced myself to Elise on the playground; curse Elise and Will for getting engaged; for asking me to be in this stupid wedding; for that damn basket; for inviting Damon back into my life. And then I remember that I only have myself to thank for this mess.
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AMAYA



Amaya, if you don’t stop moving your head, I swear to God I’ll never do your hair again,” says my hairdresser, Lily, for the umpteenth time this morning.

“If you don’t stop pulling my hair, Lily, there won’t be anything left on my head for you to work on,” I shoot back as I screw the top on the bottle of clear nail polish and blow softly on my glossy French manicure. After all these years, I still hate getting my hair done. A blessing and a curse: I was born with the type of hair that makes men erect at the very thought of running their fingers through it, and women look for any opportunity to snatch it right out of my scalp. Long, thick, and midnight black—I’d never straightened my hair a day in my life until I was chosen to be the Dead Straight Hair Relaxer spokeswoman back in 1995. Even though a simple blowout was more than enough to keep my hair straight, the company insisted that I chemically straighten my locks. And, much like my life, it hasn’t been the same since.

Between the mandatory six-week touch-ups and turning down the random weirdos with hair fetishes, I often wonder if winning that raggedy competition ten years ago was worth it. But then I remember my face plastered across every box of Dead Straight, and that the commercial campaign put me in front of—and underneath—some of the most powerful men in the entertainment business. Dead Straight is my launch pad to a career in the movies. Besides, the cute little check I’m still receiving from the nice folks at Dead Straight sure comes in handy when the first of the month rolls around.

Pain in the ass or not, having my do tightened up for today’s big event is a must. I’m a staunch believer in looking on point at all times. As my acting coach, Ms. Lamar, always insists—fake it till you make it. Not to mention, there are going to be a whole lot of movers and shakers in the house tonight, and I’m certainly not going to blow this opportunity to make a connection by looking less than perfect.

More important than my career, though, Elise is my girl. From the moment I spotted her at the Alpha Delta Zeta informational tea sophomore year, I knew we’d become friends. While most of the girls were running around stressed out, trying to meet and leave lasting impressions with the room full of sorors, Elise looked completely relaxed. Her nonchalant attitude made it clear that none of the pomp and circumstance, much less catering to anyone’s ego, mattered to her. Seated behind her, I nearly pissed in my knockoff Liz Claiborne pantsuit as I spied her nodding off during one of the boring Sunday-afternoon speeches given on the history of the organization. When one of the sisters tried to embarrass her by asking her to recite all the names of the seventy-five-year-old organization’s founding members, I discreetly whispered the names in her ear as she rose from her chair. We’ve been tight ever since.

Ironically, Elise was one of the sorority’s top choices for our pledge class. In addition to being a straight-A engineering student with a magnetic personality, Elise’s parents are stinking rich. She easily made it onto ADZ’s spring 1994 line.

I, on the other hand, wasn’t quite as fortunate as Elise. The product of a severely dysfunctional single-parent home, and only an okay student, I was well into my sophomore year with no declared major to speak of and a bad attitude. However, it was common knowledge on the yard that the ADZ girls—and their parties—were the shit, and I wanted to be down. So just as I did in every difficult situation in my life when money and influence were in short supply, I’d compensate with determination. While the other interested girls studied the chapter’s illustrious history and memorized the Greek alphabet, I studied the current members of the campus chapter. After much intensive “research,” I located a copy of a sex tape starring the super-righteous Big Sister Laqweeda that a member of the Alpha Kappa Omega fraternity had secretly recorded after a particularly notorious keg party during her promiscuous freshman year. I used this tape to “convince” her of what an asset I would be to the sorority.

I always thank my lucky stars for those two inches that placed me in back of Trista and made Elise my back on our pledge line. From the very first time we were lined up to this very day, she’s taken care of me. With her quick thinking, there were plenty of times Elise saved me from a long night of hazing during our eight weeks underground together. Most memorable was the night our spiteful Big Sister DeTonya attempted to cut my ponytail when she caught me nodding off during one of our all-too-frequent night-long study sessions. Just in the nick of time, Elise swatted the scissors from her hands. It cost her a good paddling, but in many ways she literally saved my life.

It was to Elise that I first confided my desire to become an actress. So when I finally worked up the nerve to enter the Dead Straight Spokesperson competition, Viv, who, ironically, fell in line right behind Elise, convinced her to drive us around town in the middle of the night, so that we could tear down all the posted contest announcements—you know, to reduce the competition. And when I won, Elise was the first person backstage with an armful of roses and a huge hug.

“I’m finished, Amaya,” Lily says as she steps back and admires her handiwork.

“Finally! Jesus Christ, Lily, were you reinventing my hair?”

“Sweetie, why don’t you turn around and take a look before you start running your mouth,” Lily replies as she spins my chair around to face the mirrored vanity table.

“Aww shit! Now this is why I love you,” I exclaim as I admire the thick cascade of glossy curls that Lily has brushed over to one side (the right, of course, as this is my better side) to frame my face. Elise wanted us bridesmaids to wear our hair in a classic French knot but I’m sure by now, girlfriend knows I always do my own thing.

“Yeah, yeah, whatever, Amaya,” Lily says. “Just pay me so that I can carry my behind home and get back in the bed. You done worked my nerves so bad I can’t even go into the shop today!” she playfully complains as she packs up her curling irons, combs, and brushes into a black leather carrying case and drops it into her black nylon Prada tote.

“Now, Lily, you know you haven’t been in the shop on a Saturday since you left L.A. and moved to Atlanta six years ago! Talking about you want to get back in the bed—you need to blame that man of yours for wearing you out, not me,” I joke as I grab my wallet and remove two crisp hundred-dollar bills. “Anyway, you know you love me.”

“Ugh, don’t remind me,” Lily grumbles as she tucks the money into her jeans, blows me a kiss, and heads out of the bathroom.

As the hotel door closes behind her, I pick up my Louis Vuitton cosmetics case and place it on the vanity. I turn back to my reflection and carefully study my face in the mirror. Not bad, not bad at all, I think to myself. All those damn yoga classes and expensive oxygen exfoliation treatments are really paying off. At thirty-one and a little bit (twenty-three on my head shots), my smooth chocolate skin is line-free and tight. I know I probably won’t need surgery for years, but I am already saving for it. Some people have 401k’s; I have a plastic-surgery account for a few nips, tucks, and lifts when the time comes. That’s money I’ll definitely need, since Viv won’t even let me ask her ex-man, an A-list plastic surgeon and former classmate, for a little Botox hookup. But as I step back from the mirror open my robe and survey my still-perky 34C breasts, 24-inch waist, and 32-inch hips, even I’m impressed.

“Damn, I look good.”

Taking a seat back at the vanity, I begin removing my sable makeup brushes, NARS eye shadow compacts, and foundation from “Louis” and place them on the marble counter. I’ve been on enough music-video shoots and movie sets to know how to do my makeup like a pro, so in addition to using my own hair stylist, I declined Elise’s offer for a professional to come by this morning. I glance briefly at my pager and debate whether or not I should try Keith again before doing my makeup. I’d already paged him three times since arriving in Atlanta two days ago—and all of them went unanswered. There’s nothing more aggravating than being ignored. I know for a fact that he received the pages because there are always two things you can count on with Keith Cooper: first, as the head of Beat Down Records, he always has his BlackBerry with him, and second, he’ll always read the message. Its annoying vibration has interrupted many a sweaty sex session. I smile at the memory of our last encounter.

Last month Keith had to go to New York City on a promotional trip with his new rap artist, Killer Dun. At the last minute, he sent me a first-class round-trip ticket to join him for the weekend. With visions of long days of shopping on Fifth Avenue and even longer nights at the Plaza dancing in my head, I gladly threw on a pink Juicy suit, my favorite pair of Jimmy Choo sandals, and hopped a plane out of LAX. When the car he’d sent for me reached the hotel, there were keys to the room and an envelope with his platinum American Express waiting for me at the front desk. As much as I had hoped he’d be in the suite for me, I didn’t trip because I knew the deal; Keith wouldn’t be returning to the hotel until much later that night. Until then, the Big Apple was mine.

So I simply turned around without even going up to the suite, hopped back into the waiting car and headed over to Fifth Avenue. From Bendel to Gucci, Tiffany to Prada, I spent the rest of the afternoon working that credit card like Bella at Bliss does my deep-tissue massage. I purchased enough beauty products, clothing, lingerie, and jewelry to keep me stocked for the next two weeks, let alone the two days I’d be in the city. When I finally returned to the hotel, I had to tip two bellboys to carry all of my purchases to our suite.

The look on Keith’s face when he opened the door and found me standing there waiting for him in only a new red lace Cosabella g-string and a pair of red lace-up stilettos holding a glass of scotch for him was priceless.

“Goddamn, girl, you are fine as hell,” he said as he shut off the BlackBerry he had been talking into and grabbed me by the waist in one swift movement.

“Oh yeah,” I answered huskily. “Well, if you think I look that good, can you imagine how I taste?”

“Mmm-hmmm, fuck the imagination,” he whispered hoarsely as he dropped to his knees and nuzzled his face in my freshly manicured pubic hairs. “I’m about to eat you alive.” Using only his tongue, he deftly pushed aside my underwear and proceeded to massage and suck until my clitoris swelled up to the size of a large pea.

“Jesus,” I moaned as I stood over him and grabbed the back of his head to steady myself.

“Naw, girl, not Jesus— Keith.”

“Fuck you, Keith,” I tried to whisper but the words were caught in my throat as my body convulsed in what was sure to be the first of many orgasms that night.

“Funny, I was just about to,” he said as he stood up and flipped me over the back of the couch. At the very sound of his zipper coming down and the condom wrapper ripping, my legs started to quiver again. Because if there’s one thing in the world that Keith Cooper can do, it’s fuck the shit out of me. When he’s inside of me, I forget about the two long years I’ve wasted loving his married ass. I forget about all the broken promises to leave his wife and the times I’ve been stood up. I forget about the nights that I spent at home alone, crying my eyes out.

Just as I had felt the tip of Keith’s penis on my inner thigh and braced myself for his entry, his BlackBerry went off. “Baby, don’t answer it,” I begged. “Please don’t answer that.”

“Amaya, you know I’m working. I got to answer at all times,” he said as he hopped away with his pants around his ankles in search of the device he’d dropped at the door.

Instead of cursing Keith out, the idea that he is so important and busy that he can’t be out of communication for more than two hours before his office sends out an electronic search party turned me on even more. So I stepped out of my thong and walked over to the bedroom, where he was sitting on the bed arguing with someone, and knelt down between his legs. As I circled his tip with my tongue and gently massaged him, he began replying to every question with a satisfied mmmmhmmm. When I finally pulled him deep into my throat, he started stuttering so badly he was again forced to hang up the phone. I’d won. Love is a funny thing.

 

AN URGENT KNOCK at the door interrupts my reverie.

“Amaya, are you in there?” screams Viv through the hotel door. Lord, if she weren’t one of my very best friends in the world, I’d curse this heifer out for yelling my name like she’s on some playground.

“Amaya Tomasa Anderson!”

“Vivian Olivia Evans, I am coming!” I answer as I close my robe and make my way to the door.

“Chile, if you aren’t the slowest-moving individual I have ever met in my life… ” she exclaims as she sweeps into my room, dressed in the violet bridesmaid gown.

“That’s because I don’t move, my dear,” I explain, “I sashay.”

“Well, whatever the hell you do, get to it because we’re supposed to be down in the lobby in twenty minutes.”

“I’m about to do my makeup and put on my dress right now,” I sigh. “Hope I look as good as you, hot mama.” The violet satin gown, while not my first choice for color, had a sexy fitted bodice that flattered all of our figures.

“Hmph,” she says brushing off my compliment like she always does. “Well, at least your hair is done. If there’s one thing I can always count on it’s Amaya having her hair done. But weren’t you ’sposed to do it up like the rest of us?” she asks, smoothing the back of her own French knot.

“Now, you know I’ve never been one to follow a crowd,” I answer as I return to the bathroom to finish applying my makeup. “Um, can you please tell me again why it is you felt the need to bring your big ass down here and harass me?”

“Whatever,” she says dismissively. “You know you need me to keep your slow behind on track. Besides, I want to catch up on that last audition.”

With every intention of becoming the next Halle Berry, I’ve been working on my big break for what seemed like forever. But life in Los Angeles is hard. Thankfully, my mama ain’t raise neither a fool nor an ugly girl. There are countless men with money willing to pay to be in the company of a beautiful woman.

My first unofficial hustle was Clarence Tillman—my agent (despite my repeated requests to Trista, who said she couldn’t represent me because I wasn’t big enough for The Agency yet). Turns out he has semi-decent connections, and a thing for black women, so if I flirted with him a little and occasionally gave in to a little NC-17 foreplay; he tended to forget to take his percentage out of my meager checks. (Luckily, his triple bypass surgery last year had limited me to mostly hand jobs and letting him fondle my breasts.) The bottom line is that you need a killer agent to make it in this Hollywood game. Granted, there are times when I feel terrible about the way I’m living my life. But at the end of the day, that’ll be for a therapist to sort out; right now I have to be willing to do whatever it takes to succeed. Clarence has pulled together a couple of print campaigns, local commercials here and there, as well as a few parts in some independent (read: straight-to-video) flicks to cover the costs of being beautiful and barely B-list in Hollywood. But unfortunately, between the cost of living in the 90210 area code, monthly appointments with the top dermatologist in the city, private acting lessons, and weekly sessions with my personal trainer, I’ve been living on a prayer and a generous gentleman friend for a hot minute.

Sometimes when I think about how successful Trista and Vivian have become through their hard work and determination, I wish that almost every measly “break” in my career didn’t come from a traded sexual favor or putting up with some kind of bullshit. There are definitely times when I call one of my girls and almost break down and confess my trifling lifestyle—but inevitably one of my “boyfriends” will either show up with a diamond-studded trinket or get my name added to a closed audition list and I get over it.

“Well, I was going to wait until we were all together to tell you the news,” I start to explain as I carefully apply my mascara. “But since you’re here harassing me I guess I might as well tell you…”

“Girl, if you don’t spill the beans already!” Viv snaps.

“Easy,” I chide. Patience was never Viv’s strong point. “I just got a call from Clarence, and your girl is up for the lead in the new Soular Son film.” And even though she is a senior reporter for the L.A. Daily News, hopefully she won’t say that “being up” for this part was just my way of saying that I—along with most of the black actresses in Cali—have been granted an audition, which will hopefully lead to a screen test, which will Lord willing lead to my first major movie role.

“Shut up! Shut the hell up!” Viv screams while she hugs me.

“Yep, I swear.”

“Okay, just who did you have to sleep with for that shit?” she jokes.

“Well, you know, they don’t call me the good-head girl for nothing,” I smirk.

“Girl, stop saying stuff like that before someone believes you one day,” she quickly replies. “I am so proud of you. I know it’s been a long time coming.”

“Thanks, and feel free to drop that little item in your paper next week so a sister can get some buzz going,” I tell her as I study my finished face in the mirror. I’d outlined my large brown eyes with a dusting of shimmery gold eye shadow and finished them off with several coats of mascara to make my lashes look a mile long, then sealed the deal with my signature glossy plum lipstick. I am definitely ready for my close-up.

I silently wonder how proud Viv would be if she knew what I’d had to do to land that opportunity.

“Looking good,” Viv says, ignoring my last comment as she does anytime I ask her to violate her “journalistic ethics” and help me out with some press. I return to dusting body shimmer along the tops of my breasts and then walk past her back into the bedroom to dress.

Taking my gown out of the closet with one hand, I loosen the belt on my robe with the other and let it slip to the floor.

“Aren’t you going to put on some underwear?” says Viv, looking at me with her mouth open as I slip quickly into the dress.

“Ruins the effect,” I say, pulling the side zipper up quickly and then stepping into the Swarovski-studded silver sandals Elise’s mom picked out for all of the bridesmaids. Snatching up the matching clutch from the dresser, I walk back into the bathroom to grab my LV cosmetics case and my pager.

“C’mon, girl,” I say on my way to the door. “You know Trista is going to be downstairs fifteen minutes ahead of time, and I don’t want to hear her mouth today.”

“Um, I beg to differ,” she says mischievously, following me out the door.

I search her eyes for details, but she isn’t giving it up. I have to work for it. “Excuse me?”

Viv lets me sweat for a minute, then spills it: “Well, when I stopped by Trista’s room last night to give her the jacket she left at the rehearsal dinner, all I heard was the Isley Brothers and a whole lot of moaning through the door.”

“What!?”

“Yes, ma’am, whoever was inside that room was getting busy,” Viv giggles as she pushes the button for the elevator.

“Do you think it was Damon?” I ask.

“Hell yeah it was Damon. And you know what? I’m not mad at her. He’s looking good as hell, we all know their history, and if anyone needs to get some love, it’s Trista.”

“Whew, I know that’s right,” I reply as we step into the elevator. “Talkin’ ’bout ‘Garret isn’t wack!’ Trista knows she’s dead wrong for even letting that arrogant asshole hit that.”

“Stop! Stop! You’re gonna make me cry and my mascara will start to run!”

Just as we step off the elevator into the bustling lobby my Sidekick sounds.

“Gimme a sec,” I ask Viv. Before I even flip it open I know who it is. The message is from Keith: “Sorry I can’t be there with you. There’s a little something for you at the front desk. X&Os”

My eyes sting as I fight back the tears. I hadn’t told the girls he was supposed to be coming because I didn’t want to see the pity in their eyes if he didn’t show up. They’re the only ones that I would trust with the fact that I’ve been dating a married man for all these years, and even they can’t help but feel sorry for me at times like this. I am so sick of his apologies and “get over it” gifts. I am sick of holding my breath—tired of being second best. I drop the pager back in my bag and start walking down the hallway.

“Who was that? Anything important?”

“Nope. Just a little friend of mine that heard I was in town and wants to hook up.”

“So what did you say?”

“I told him thanks but no thanks, I’m rolling with my girls this weekend.”

“Must be nice to have little friends all over the country,” Viv muses.

“I guess. He mentioned that he left me something at the front desk so I guess we’ll see how nice it really is,” I answer, making my way through the lobby.

As Viv suspected, Trista is nowhere to be found when we arrive in the lobby. But what is waiting for me at the front desk is a small blue box. I untie the white satin ribbon and flip it open; inside is a blinding pair of diamond-and-platinum studs. As usual, no note included.

“Well, it looks really nice from where I’m sitting,” says Viv.

“I guess,” I sigh to myself as I remove the pair of amethyst earrings from my ears—the same ones Keith gave me when he stood me up on my birthday three months ago.

“Well if you don’t want him, pass him and his gifts right along!”

I look at Viv and laugh, “Like you have eyes for anyone but Dr. Feel Good. I’m not going to even ask how many times you’ve called him this weekend. Plus, trust me when I say, you don’t want no parts of this one.”

Thankfully, just as she’s about to hit me with Twenty Questions, Trista slides up behind us and drops into a chair next to a potted plant. She’s trying to hide her bloodshot eyes behind a pair of dark sunglasses with the price tag still on the frames. As I quickly finish putting the latest “Keith consolation gift” in my ears, I catch Vivian giving Trista the evil eye.

“I’m not even going to ask who you’re trying to fool with those ridiculous glasses, but what the hell happened to your hair?” she demands.

“Girl, I think my shower cap was torn and I didn’t even know,” she answers sheepishly as she tries to pat the matted mess. “I think it had a small tear and the steam must have gotten to it.”

“Shower cap my ass, that’s some straight up rolling-around-in-the-bed hair right there,” I say.
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