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It had taken me weeks to read all of the letters that had been locked in my mother’s bedroom, the bedroom that I couldn’t bear to enter after she died in my junior year of college. But the summer after graduation, before I left for my new job in Atlanta, I dove in, searching for the letter that my father had written around the time of my conception. It was dated February 16, and in ink that had purpled with time on the cream linen paper, his words leapt from the page.



Dear Georgia,

You’re right. You’re absolutely right. A child is a reminder of why we’re alive, and giving birth is a way to assist God in a miracle. But you’ve got to know that you . . . this . . . caught me off guard. I’m not angry, though. Just shocked. And since we’ve always been honest with each other, I have to admit that I’m a bit pleased. Not at the circumstances, you see, because that shames me. I shouldn’t be in such a predicament with my situation, but I can’t think of a better person to help shape a life for me than you.

I know that most would think me a fool for even writing about this, but that only shows you my trust in you. I know that you’ll always do the right thing, and I want you to know that I’ll always do the right thing by you and the little one. That I promise you.

In closing, my sweet, I want to thank you for the opportunity that you’ve given me. Maybe this child will respect and love me in a way that, despite my best efforts, the others don’t.

Loving you,

LH





So that was it. He had been happy about me from the beginning. Although I still was what they, his legitimate family, had called me, a bastard, I found validation in the knowledge that I had been created in love and that he, my father, Louis Harrison, loved me even as I grew in Momma’s belly.



My Dear Georgia,

As your belly begins to round, you can’t know how beautiful you look. Your face holds a glow that makes you look even more angelic. Even though you are in a difficult situation, you remain steady and the sweetest person I know. That makes me treasure you even more. Thank you for being who you are, and thank you for loving me and taking such good care of me.

Yours,

LH





My father believed in owning property. From the first lot that he purchased, on which he built his lucrative funeral parlor, he learned that if a man had nothing else, he needed a place to hang his hat. Over time, he amended that sentiment, stating, “It’s a poor rat that has only one hole to run into.” So he bought properties right and left, acquiring them through sheriff sales and auctions, and set them aside for his children, shoring up their financial footing. A birthday present here, a graduation gift there, a sweet-sixteen souvenir here, a Valentine’s present there—in all, he was rumored to have owned more than one hundred properties throughout the city. My first property was a Christmas present.



Georgia,

I told you that I’d do right by our beautiful baby girl. I’ll do right by you, too. You’re in my will, so if I should pass before you, contact my attorney. I just wanted you to know that last week I bought a multi-unit row house in Kensington for her. I’ll get a copy of the deed to you soon.

Love you both,

LH





Every time he made a purchase, he sent a brief note, giving the address and reiterating his promise to do right by me. A duplex in The Tinderlines, a storefront in East Falls, a multi-unit in Port Richmond . . . the list went on and on. Twenty-five properties in all. On paper, I was a very rich woman. I found the name of his attorney in one of his notes, and I called his office, anxiously waiting to hear what I needed to do to claim the property.

“Randolph and Sofansky,” the receptionist said.

“Hello. My name is Claudia Fryar, and I’d like to speak with Justin Randolph.”

“Mr. Randolph is in a meeting right now. May I ask the nature of your call?”

“Yes, it’s regarding some property left to me by Louis Harrison.”

“Oh, yes, Mr. Harrison. I’ll make a note of your call and give the message to Mr. Randolph. Where can Mr. Randolph reach you?”

I gave her the number, and I sat down at the table, pondering the value of my property. I was angry that I hadn’t known about it before. If I had, I’d have been able to finish my education with my dignity in check, never having compromised myself with John Freeman. But that was water under the bridge. I’d still proceed according to plan, working my way north and getting experience in my field; but with the confidence that money could bring, I’d never have to do anything I didn’t want to.

The phone rang sooner than I expected it to, and Justin Randolph was on the other end.

“Ms. Fryar?”

“Mr. Randolph. Thanks for getting back to me so quickly.” 

“Certainly.”

“I’ll speak bluntly, Mr. Randolph. Louis Harrison was my father. I just found out recently, although I’ve known him my whole life. He was my mother’s employer, so I actually grew up with him, but I didn’t know about the paternity.”

“I see,” he replied noncommittally.

“It recently came to my attention that he purchased some property for me, and I’d like to see what I need to do to claim it.”

“Ms. Fryar, is it possible for you to come to our Philadelphia office?” he asked in a tone that worried me. Although it was difficult to tell with attorneys, if it had been good news, he would have sounded more optimistic.

“Well, yes, but it would take a little time. Is there something wrong, Mr. Randolph?”

“Why don’t we discuss it when you get here?”

“Okay,” I said hesitantly.

“Good. I’ll transfer you to my secretary. She’ll put you on my schedule at a time most convenient for you.”

“Okay. Thank you, Mr. Randolph.”

“See you soon,” he said, hanging up.

I scheduled a meeting for just after I got to Atlanta, where I was beginning my career in television, giving myself enough time to get unpacked before flying off to Philly to find out about my future. I shouldn’t have been so hopeful.

When I arrived in Philadelphia two weeks later, I found myself sitting across from Justin Randolph, who could have passed for white, what with his freckled skin, green eyes, and graying hair that fell in loose waves. Yet the Morehouse College degree on his wall and fraternity mug on his desk removed any traces of doubt about his racial identity.

“Ms. Fryar, Louis Harrison was a generous man, and I respected him greatly,” he offered.

“Yes, he was,” I replied, anxious to hear the reason why he had dragged me all the way up here from Georgia.

“I’ve asked someone else to join us, and he should be arriving momentarily.”

“Okay. You sounded a little vague when I spoke with you. Is there any reason that I should be alarmed?”

“I’ll let Mr. Elkins answer that when he gets here.”

“And who is he?” I asked, trying to maintain my composure despite the fact that I was growing more and more nervous with each passing minute.

“His company manages the Harrison properties.”

The door opened just then, and in walked Meridius Elkins, a middle-aged man whose coloring reminded me of one of the Philadelphia soft pretzels I’d been craving ever since I left the city all those years ago. In fact, my first order of business once I’d landed at Philly International had been to buy one from an airport vendor.

“Meridius,” Mr. Randolph said, rising to shake his hand.

“Justin,” he replied before turning to look at me.

“This is Claudia Fryar, Louis Harrison’s other daughter,” Justin Randolph said, introducing me with a nod.

I didn’t like the way Randolph said “other,” but I knew that he did it to distinguish me from Elizabeth and Louise Harrison, whom he’d undoubtedly met at some point.

“Nice to meet you,” I said, taking Elkins’s hand.

“My pleasure.”

“Meridius, Ms. Fryar called me a few weeks ago to inquire about the properties that her father bought for her.”

“Yes,” I asserted, speaking up for myself. “In his letters to my mother, he wrote that he’d purchased twenty-five properties for me. I have addresses for most of them.”

I handed the letters to Mr. Elkins, who briefly looked them over before handing them to Mr. Randolph.

“May I have my secretary copy these?”

I nodded my approval, and he walked to the door, popping his head and hand out and speaking quietly to his secretary.

“I’m glad that you have these letters. They might help you, depending on how you plan to proceed,” Justin Randolph said. “At least, you can put a stop to all of this.”

“Stop to all of what?” I asked.

Meridius Elkins cleared his throat before speaking: “I’m not sure exactly why he did it, though I assume it was in order to avoid embarrassing his wife, but the properties that Louis Harrison bought for you were put in his name in trust for you. You were to inherit them when you turned twenty-one. When he died five years ago, I spoke to his wife about all of the property, and with regard to that block of property—”

“My property, you mean.”

“Yes,” he said, a little exasperated, “your property. She instructed me to cease paying taxes on that property, and little by little the houses have gone up for auction through the sheriff’s office for tax delinquencies.”

“What are you saying?” I asked, feeling my body heat rise up my neck, warming my face. “Do I have anything left?”

“You do. Just not what you had.”

“So from twenty-five properties, I’m down to . . .” I paused to let him finish the sentence for me.

“Eleven.”

“Eleven,” I shrieked. “That’s less than half.”

“But it’s more than you knew you had just one month ago,” Justin Randolph interjected.

I cut my eyes at him. “So I should just be happy with what I’ve got, then, right?”

“It sounds rather heartless, Ms. Fryar, but I’d say yes.”

“I have a question. Why didn’t anyone contact me about my inheritance?”

“Apparently, there was no forwarding address for you and your mother, and according to Mrs. Harrison, her private detective was unable to locate you.”

“You mean the same woman who instructed you to stop paying taxes on my property is the same woman whose word you took about not being able to locate me?” I asked, incredulous.

The room was silent as I considered my options. Either pay the back taxes on the remaining properties, collect the accumulated rents that were rightfully mine, and call it a day, or begin a lawsuit against Eliza Harrison and sue the city to get back my properties, some of which may have already been sold.

“What’s your pleasure, Ms. Fryar?” Justin Randolph questioned.

“Of course, you don’t think that I can answer that question on the spot,” I snapped.

“Of course not, but remember that time is of the essence. Just about every month, at least one of your properties is coming up for sheriff sale.”

Meridius Elkins handed me a thick file filled with spreadsheets containing notations about all of my father’s properties: their locations, their appraised values, their upkeep expenses, and the incomes they’d brought in over time. The remaining properties still made me a very comfortable woman, just not as rich as I’d been on paper.

“Gentlemen,” I said, standing. “I’ll get back to you soon.”

They stood as well.

Mr. Randolph offered, “I’ll be in the office until seven this evening. Please call if you’d like to talk.”

“Certainly. Thank you, Mr. Elkins, Mr. Randolph,” I said, shaking their hands. “I’ll be in touch.”

I walked out of the Center City office and back to my hotel, where I sat at a table in the bar, examining the file more closely. Truly, I don’t know why I was surprised, but I couldn’t believe that Eliza Harrison would stoop so low as to steal my inheritance. I’d done nothing to her—besides serve as a reminder of her husband’s infidelity. But that wasn’t my fault. Children have no control over the circumstances of their birth, so why would she do that to me?
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As I surveyed the crowded room where the Women to Watch luncheon was being held, I felt a surge of pride, thinking, “I am a phoenix, rising from the ashes and recreating myself from dust. Where decay once dominated, opportunity abounds. Where poverty once prevailed, abundance now reigns. Where shame once ruled, pride now resides. And I stand among them unbowed, uncowed, with my head held high. It’s been a long time coming, and there are things that I certainly would have done differently if circumstances had been different. But they weren’t. Like Old Blue Eyes, I did it my way, and now I sit at the table among those who once thought me worthless, and I am The Grande Dame.”

Since graduating from Moultrie State University, it had taken me seven years to get back to the City of Brotherly Love. After seven years of toil, now, as at jubilee, I was finally enjoying the fruits of my labor. I had to admit that I did have some fun along the way, and I definitely learned a lot and built up my arsenal. And as I made progress, I realized that I was retracing Momma’s steps north, where she had headed roughly a quarter of a century before, chasing a dream that she never caught. But now I’d caught it, wrapped it up, and presented it to myself with a big, luscious bow on top.

Finally I was the television personality and news anchor that I’d always wanted to be. I had lots of fans, and people loved me. They waited on my word. To them I was important, not someone to be overlooked as I had been in the past. As I made my way on this path, I wasn’t concerned about market size or making continuous moves from smaller markets to progressively larger ones. My only aim was to follow my mother’s footsteps and return north, where I could show the Philadelphia elite that I, too, was worthy. Hell, I was more than worthy. And they’d better not forget it.

My first stop after leaving Moultrie, Georgia, was Atlanta, where I was a traffic reporter. It was a great place to cut my teeth, and my job helped me learn my way around affluent communities like Lenox Hill and others I dreamed of living in. I explored them all on my downtime, admiring the grand homes that would cost three times as much in northern cities. Every night after my “dream drives,” I’d return to my apartment and practice speaking in front of the mirror and work on my carriage and poise with the aim of developing a presence for the camera as well as perfecting my on-air delivery. Despite being pleased that I was starting in the city that folks were calling “the new black mecca,” I knew that dissatisfaction and eventual boredom wouldn’t allow me to stay in the same job for very long. Besides, I was eager to get back home to Philadelphia to claim my rightful place in society. Nine months later, I burst forth from the Peach State, heading to the next location on my trek north.

Residents of Columbia, South Carolina, welcomed me as a new weather reporter for the FBC affiliate. This was before the push for weather people to become certified meteorologists, so a vampish vixen of a weather girl would do. I pushed the envelope a bit, though, wearing revealing clothes while reporting on steamy summer days, or sporting a bikini under a fur—long before Naked News but long enough after one of my journalism idols had done the same that people had forgotten. At other times I was all smiles, forecasting everything from sun to storms. I got the attention of the viewers and of the general manager, who began lingering around the set when I was on. Coy and coquettish, I smiled pleasantly as he attempted to endear himself to me. When he put his arm around my shoulders one day as I was exiting the crowded set, that was all the ammunition I needed to cry sexual harassment. Enough people had seen him regularly fawning over me that contacting an attorney was merely a formality. So after about two years I left the station with a five-figure settlement and a stellar recommendation letter. Next stop Durham, North Carolina.

In Durham I got my first real break, reporting the early and midday news. Even though the job gave me the opportunity to be on camera with regularity, I called my duty “shit detail” because I was stationed in one of the suburban bureaus where not much news took place. The occasional early morning fire, the rare small-town political scandal—you name it, I covered it. The producers knew that I was willing to work hard, so when they needed me to step in for an absent evening reporter, I jumped in with both feet. That opportunity presented itself frequently enough that I felt confident in officially applying for the spot when the regular reporter left for another city. I figured, why shouldn’t I apply? I spoke well, I was quick on my feet, and I had the experience. Unfortunately, I was beaten out by a Barbie look-alike from the Dallas station. Then a consumer reporter’s position became available, and I put in my bid for that as well. After observing the way the station was run, I wasn’t surprised when the spot went to a Jackie O clone with an underbite. Tired of bumping my head against the glass ceiling, after little more than a year I knew that it was time to leave Durham, so I headed north to Richmond, Virginia.

Although it wasn’t really what I wanted, I landed an arts and entertainment job at the FBC affiliate there. I had been trying to establish myself as a serious journalist who was spunky enough to compete with Katie Couric, intelligent enough to knock Katharine Graham on her ass, and compassionate enough to give Oprah a run for her money, so this job seemed like a step backward. It wasn’t without its perks, though. I received passes to all kinds of cultural events, and I got to meet artists, authors, dancers, and musicians. And Richmond was the place where my fame in the community blossomed. I was asked to give presentations at a variety of events, and I did my fair share of the prestigious ones with good perks while turning down the low-profile events. Then I was asked to emcee an event sponsored by the Richmond Alumnae Chapter of Delta Alpha Zeta.

The sorority had been courting me since I’d arrived in Richmond, inviting me to their events and even honoring me with an award. I was pleasantly surprised when they sent me an invitation for membership, and knowing about the privileges that membership brought, I accepted and was initiated in a special weekend ceremony.

So there I stood, the newest member of the chapter, and I was more than a little nervous as I listened to the chapter president introduce me. As she read my credentials to the crowd who had come for the art auction, I almost forgot that she was talking about me. I had augmented some of my accomplishments, making myself look more like a humanitarian than I was. Service projects I had supposedly initiated and charitable contributions I had purportedly made painted me in the image of a modern-day Mother Teresa. Only I was much sexier.

“. . . And so it is with great pleasure and profound pride that I introduce our emcee for the evening, our soror, Peach Harrison,” she announced, beaming.

A few of the younger sorors gave the Delta Alpha Zeta call as the older ones applauded. I heard a few of the men whistle as I marched to the podium wrapped in an air of false confidence. Despite the fact that I made my living by talking, doing it with a live, visible audience sometimes made my stomach flip, especially afterward, when I would rush to the ladies’ room and heave until my stomach was empty.

“Good evening, beautiful people of Richmond, Virginia,” I said, smiling. I was poise and polish personified, never letting on that I was quaking inside. This greeting, which I used when I reported on arts and culture events, initiated a hearty round of applause. “I’m Peach Harrison, and I am honored to greet you on behalf of my dazzling, dynamic sorors of Delta Alpha Zeta Sorority, Incorporated. Welcome to the Sixth Annual Art Auction. You will be glad to know that last year the beautiful people in the Richmond area raised $223,000 for the service projects the sorority sponsors. This year we are going to raise even more, because we know the women of this chapter and we know their hearts. Our sorors are making a difference, and tonight, with your contributions, you will, too.”

I had surveyed the crowded room, noting that the ladies were dripping with expensive jewelry. Lagos, David Yurman, and Mikimoto twinkled from their delicate wrists, ears, fingers, and throats. The men oozed opulence in dark jackets and brightly colored pants that only the rich or the drunk are confident or oblivious enough to wear.

Some of the artists were in attendance to autograph their works and to give insight about their creations. In the days before the auction I had scanned the catalogue, seeing familiar names of artists living and dead whose original works would be auctioned tonight. William H. Johnson, Jacob Lawrence, and Romare Bearden were among them. So was Ron “Boriqua Soul” Juarez, the sexy middleweight boxing champ who painted canvases by day and pounded opponents by night.

“Before we get to the auction, I have some special guests that I’d like to acknowledge.”

When I called the names of the artists in attendance, I noticed that Juarez stared at me extra long, grinning broadly. I nodded in acknowledgment and continued, nonplussed.

Since leaving Moultrie, I hadn’t been in a relationship with anyone. I had been so busy working and plotting my next move that I hadn’t made time. Truthfully, I hadn’t really been interested in anyone. Besides Ishmael, with whom I’d been obsessed since our days at Moultrie State. And I was leap years away from roping him. But if there really was a lid for every pot, as Momma used to say, then he was my Calphalon lid, and I longed for him to find his way to me, his pot. But for now it looked as if Juarez was trying to clutter up the meantime while I waited for Ishmael.

While the other artists stood and waved where they were, he made his way to me at the podium, carrying a glass of white wine. He raised an eyebrow before puckering up and blowing me a kiss. I smiled at his gesture, amused yet a little annoyed because he’d almost broken my composure. I couldn’t help but notice, however, that despite the ferocity of his sport, his face was virtually scar free.

Bidding was fierce, especially on the Bearden pieces. Throughout the evening, Juarez made very public, almost embarrassing overtures to me. When the time came for me to auction off two of his originals, he surprised me by asking to take the mic.

“¡Hola! I’m glad that the members of the sorority invited me to be here. The pieces that I donated for the evening are very special, because they were done during the time that I was training for the title, which you know I won.”

A round of applause went up from the boxing fans in the audience.

“But there is one thing that I need your help with this evening. I won’t sign any of my work unless our emcee here agrees to have dinner with me tomorrow.”

All eyes turned to me, and audience members gasped and giggled in humorous expectation. Juarez began a chant: “Peach! Peach! Peach!”

The room seemed to shrink as I looked around. Lord knows that I liked the attention, but I didn’t need Mr. Ron “Boriqua Soul” Juarez to throw me off my course. Judging from the sound of the crowd, though, I didn’t have much choice but to acquiesce to his advances.

“Okay. But I get to pick the restaurant,” I said, trying to regain control of the situation.

“That’s fine by me,” he said, smiling. As he kissed my hand the crowd cheered, and I spent the rest of the evening allowing him to fawn over me.

Even though I had made the dinner reservations for us at an upscale Spanish restaurant, Juarez dominated the date. First he insisted that we sit at a table by the window. Then he ordered for me without asking me what I wanted to eat. After dinner he took my hand and led me to the dance floor, where he guided me through salsa and mambo numbers. One thing that I love about Latin dancing is the opportunity it gives you to slide into cruise control while the man takes the lead. As ironic as it sounds, it’s satisfying for me to surrender to a man, because I’ve never had anyone to shoulder my burdens with or for me. But while I admire decisiveness in a man, I also appreciate being consulted, which was something he didn’t seem to get. Rather than complain, I just sucked it up and rode it for what it was worth.

Apparently, the evening was worth a whole lot more than I thought it was. A quick look at The Richmond Tattler’s gossip column on Monday confirmed it. Not only was there a paragraph about us leading the column, but there were two photographs as well, one from Saturday’s auction and one from Sunday’s date as we sat by the window of the restaurant. I knew that sorors had contacted Richmond’s media outlets to cover Saturday’s event, but I’m sure they would have preferred that the attention be focused on them and their community service rather than my love life. At least they got a mention, though. Without needing confirmation, I knew that Juarez was responsible for Sunday’s photo. I vacillated between the annoyance I felt at being manipulated by him and the vulnerability I felt at being violated by the photographer.

For the sake of closure, I called Juarez on Monday night to hear his reaction. As I suspected he would, he tried to minimize the issue, saying, “Come on, bonita. Don’t be angry. At least the photographer caught your good side.”

“That’s hardly the point,” I retorted, suddenly eager to get off the phone.

“You’re right. Lo siento. I apologize. I don’t mean to make light of your feelings. I’m just gearing up for my next fight, when I have to defend my title. It’s two months away, and my manager advised me to take the opposite approach from my opponent.”

My annoyance was being replaced by intrigue. “What approach is that?” I asked despite myself.

“Killer Calderón is playing crazy. Leaking information that he trains by scrapping with his pit bulls for raw meat and crazy shit like that. My manager has this idea that I should make it look like training is the last thing on my mind. That will make him super confident. In the meantime, I’ll spend my days training like mad.”

“I see,” I said, my annoyance returning. “So I’m the showpiece that solidifies your ‘don’t care’ attitude, huh?”

“It’s not like that, bonita.”

“That’s sure how it sounds.”

“Trust me. You are too fine a woman for me to just leave hangin’.”

“Flattery gets you nowhere with me. I already know that I’m fine.”

“¿Verdad? Do you now?”

“Absolutely.”

“Confidence in a woman is truly appealing.”

“I’m glad you think so. And by the by, I’ve got a mind. Don’t take liberties with me like you did last night.”

“What do you mean?”

“Like ordering for me.”

“Lo siento, bonita. I didn’t realize I was offending you. Cultural difference.”

“From what I’ve heard, you’re only half Latino. Thus the Boriqua Soul.”

“Touché.”

“It doesn’t matter. Anyway, just don’t let it happen again.” 

“Damn, you’re tough. Tougher than Killer Calderón.”

“And don’t you forget it.”



The next few weeks were a whirlwind of activities, and though I hated to admit it, “Boriqua Soul” was growing on me. A little. Despite his pushy insistence, I demanded that I stay in alone a couple of nights a week, and when we did go out, I always retired to my place. We did have fun, though, and being seen with him was doing wonders for my popularity both in the city and at the station. The urgent e-mail that I got from my general manager was confirmation that people were talking.

“Peach, I’ve got something to ask you about Juarez,” Colt Blackson said to me after I was settled into a seat across the desk from him.

“Let’s hear it, Colt.”

“You know, of course, that the Juarez-Calderón fight is about a month away.”

I waited for him to tell me something I didn’t know. The station was constantly abuzz with news of my escapades with Juarez. Skydiving together into Capitol Square during evening rush hour. Paying big money to restaurateurs to cancel long-standing reservations and rent out their establishments to us for the evening. Cruising up the James River in a gondola. As a couple, we were the hottest thing to hit Richmond in a long time. So as I looked at Colt I simply blinked to get him to continue.

“We’ve been trying to get a one-on-one exclusive with him for weeks, but the only thing we’ve been able to get is the press conference that he held for all of the networks at a downtown hotel. You obviously have an in, so I’m hoping that you’ll use it.”

“What’s in it for me?” I asked. I wasn’t stupid enough to lay the foundation for Jack Reese, the arrogant sportscaster, to step on top of, locking myself out in the cold. Colt reddened, and by the way he cleared his throat, I could tell that’s exactly what he’d been thinking.

“A wonderful opportunity. You’ll have a ten-minute slot with him on Sports Extra on the night of the fight.”

The opportunity sounded delicious, but I remained stoic, unwilling to look too eager. “Let me think it over, and I’ll get back to you in the morning.”

Colt’s jaw dropped slightly, and I could tell that he was shocked by my boldness. But he quickly recovered, clearing his throat again.

“Okay, I’ll look to hear from you by eleven,” he said, trying to reassert his authority.

I walked out of his office poised and confident. This assignment would demonstrate my versatility, proving that I could wear many hats. From traffic reporter to weather reporter, news reporter to arts and entertainment reporter, I had definitely been working my way up the ranks. This new challenge as a sports reporter was just that. A challenge. There weren’t many women in that arena, but I already knew that I had it in me. Colt Blackson was making me prove myself and earn my stripes in the same way that I’d had to do all of my life. From the tormentors of my youth to a variety of nameless, faceless news producers in all of the cities where I had worked, they were all the same. They thought so little of me, but I’d shown them. This interview with Juarez was going to be the best one they’d ever seen. He’d give me access to his world that other reporters would never get.

I checked my clock when I returned to my office. One-thirty. Juarez would be on a break from his rigorous training schedule.

“¡Hola, bonita!”

“I’m not going to keep you, but I need a favor.”

“Anything for you.”

“Don’t be so quick to say that. You don’t know what it is.” 

“Whatever it is you want, I’m willing,” he said provocatively. We’d done nothing more than kiss, but it wasn’t because he hadn’t tried.

“I don’t want it to appear that I’m using our relationship to better my career, because that’s not my style. I wouldn’t do that,” I lied easily.

“I know.”

“But my GM asked me about the possibility of getting an exclusive before the fight.”

“Sure,” he said without a thought.

“Don’t you need to confer with someone? Your manager or someone?”

“I’m a man, baby. I make decisions for myself.”

“I know, but I just thought that—”

Juarez interrupted: “Any way that I can help you.”

It was one of those rare moments of sweetness I saw in people that made me wish I were a different kind of person. It made me wish that I could be unconditionally kind. But I wasn’t, for little unconditional kindness had been shown to me. Everything I had gotten I’d worked for, on my hands and knees or on my back, and with Juarez I knew that I’d have to pay the piper at some point.

We shot hours of footage of him training, conferring with his manager, sparring with his partner, and painting in the studio in his house. Then I donned a tank top and some white satin boxing shorts with a black waistband and a stripe down the side, contrasting with his white-trimmed black ones, and we stepped inside the ring at the gym. We made a show of our playful sparring and some fake body shots and uppercuts I threw at his chin. Then we pulled some chairs into the center of the ring, where I asked him some tough questions. The result was an edgy, gritty, almost sexy piece that Colt loved, gushing over it in his meeting with the producers. The fact that Juarez won made Colt even happier, because he had bet on the bout. The spot was so successful that I incorporated it into my audition tape, knowing that I could parlay it into a bigger gig at the next stop on my northbound odyssey. Eventually I hoped to do a national show, but this interview would go a long way in demonstrating my versatility.

The interview was almost foreplay for the fierce fight, which was attended by just under five thousand. Local and national politicians, members of Richmond’s business community, local celebrities, and fight lovers garbed themselves in everything from animal skins to fine silks as they crowded into the arena to see what was dubbed “The Fight of the Decade.” I wasn’t especially passionate about pugilism, but I sat ringside and shouted my support for Boriqua Soul anyway.

“Bonita, you’ll distract me, sitting so close during the fight,” he’d said as I drove him to the arena on the night of the fight.

“I definitely don’t want to do that,” I’d responded. “Just think of it this way as you make your way around the ring: After tonight’s fight, I’ll let you rest so that you can rejuvenate yourself. You’ll need every ounce of strength you can get in order to tangle with me tomorrow night.”

He’d smiled and licked his lips before getting out of the car, and I’d winked and opened the top button of my blouse suggestively before saying, “See you tomorrow at your place.”

He danced around the ring with the grace of a gazelle, never acknowledging my presence. He dove in ferociously, attacking Killer Calderón like a lion assailing an antelope, and just as quickly, he retreated. Killer Calderón never seemed to know where Boriqua Soul was coming from until he saw the red gloves centimeters from his face. Headshots and body blows abounded as Boriqua Soul pummeled him, leaving him dumbfounded. Finally, in round five, Killer Calderón just sat down, and the ref began the count.

The night after the fight, I gave Juarez what he had been craving, and he was a happy man. He spoke Spanish in my ear as we twirled in his sheets in frenzied passion, and in the morning I tiptoed out of the house, leaving him nothing but my scent on his sheets.

We didn’t see each other after that night. There was no need. We were adults, and we’d known that we were both opportunists who were looking for ways to up the ante. We’d gotten what we wanted, and now I was looking to move on to a different city. He’d been good to me, though, so before I left Richmond for Washington, D.C., I sent him a basket of delectable white peaches and a bucket of sweet cream.

D.C. was the place where I kicked up my career in a big way, with a job as the morning and midday news anchor. I was all smiles as I greeted residents of America’s capital and bantered jovially with my cohost, a handsome Hampton alum named Randall Myles. D.C. was also the place where I upped my societal worth by immersing myself in the social scene and becoming an active member of the prestigious Capital City Alumnae Chapter of Delta Alpha Zeta, among other organizations.

“Sorors, this soror doesn’t need an introduction. You see her every morning on KDC-Channel 5. She just paid her dues for this year, so let’s welcome Soror Peach Harrison to Capital City Alumnae.”

The members applauded and smiled warmly at me as I stood at the front of the room with three other new chapter members.

“Thank you, sorors. I just moved to the area, and the first thing I did was look up this chapter, because I love my sorors,” I schmoozed, beaming with a million-watt smile. “Just bear with me if I’m a little rusty when we sing our beautiful hymn.”

“That’s alright,” an older soror said, letting me off the hook.

They were thrilled to welcome yet another high-profile member, so they nodded their approval before welcoming me and turning their attention to the remaining new members.

As I suspected, the membership turned out to be worth every penny of the five hundred dollars in annual dues I paid. Even on college campuses the initiation fee was stiff, higher than at other sororities. By setting high fees, the sorority was able to weed out people who wouldn’t be able to financially support its programs. For that reason it was the smallest of the black, Greek-letter sororities, and for that reason the Deltas earned the title of elitists. The members of the Capital City Alumnae Chapter were connected in ways that I had only imagined. Country club memberships, summer homes, boats—these women possessed everything I wanted to possess. Therefore, I was positively thrilled when one of the older sorors took a liking to me and took me under her wing.

Soror Emma Prescott Daley was more refined than Eliza, my mother’s former employer in Philadelphia, could ever hope to be. Emma had been married to one of D.C.’s most prominent dentists, who had also owned a horse farm stocked with purebreds that went on to win countless racing titles. In addition to being wealthy, she was by far the most kind and charitable woman I’d ever met, once her veneer was penetrated. In fact, besides myself, she was the only chapter member who donated scholarships in her name to local high school students. She loved that we had that in common, and she liked that I mentored area teenagers who were interested in careers in journalism. She said that she’d like to volunteer with me in mentoring the girls, conducting workshops on etiquette and other social graces. At seventy-three, she was still spry and spirited, and she’d do wonderfully working with young people. Inside the sorority, her support or the lack of it could make or break a proposal. Many new ideas, which tended to unnerve old-guard sorors because of their novelty, passed because Emma spoke in favor of them, swaying the voting membership to her side. Likewise, ideas that had outlived their usefulness were tabled because she spoke against them. People respected her because she was fair and wise. And she had pledged under the sorority’s founders. So when she gave me her stamp of approval, I was in like Flynn.

We met for a late lunch once a week, and it was at one of these lunches that she told me why she was so drawn to me.

“You remind me of my granddaughter Wendy,” she said. “She was free-spirited and adventurous. Beautiful and sharp as a tack, just like you. She’d be about your age if she were alive.”

“What happened to her?” I asked, reaching across the table to touch Emma’s hand.

“She died in an accident overseas.”

“I’m sorry to hear that, Soror Daley.”

“I’ve told you a dozen times. Call me Emma, or I’ll be insulted.”

“Yes, ma’am. Emma, I mean.”

“Anyway, when I look at you, I see all that Wendy could have become. Like you, she was well-bred. She had the world at her doorstep, but she didn’t want the life that we had mapped out for her. She said that teas and cotillions were outdated and elitist.” As she spoke Emma stared over my shoulder, her eyes shadowed with the glaze of remembering.

I couldn’t imagine anyone not wanting the fortunate life that an heir of Emma Prescott Daley’s would have. The right connections. Few struggles. Opportunity. Financial comfort. It was what I had wanted my whole life. It was what my mother had worked her fingers to the bone to provide. And Wendy had just walked away from it.

“She joined the Peace Corps when she was twenty, and she went to Ghana,” Emma continued. “When her time was up, she decided to stay on the continent, and she traveled to South Africa. As an American, she was given ‘white status,’ but she was cautioned to tread carefully. Hardheaded, strong-willed, call it what you want, that’s what she was. She began working with some anti-apartheid activists, and you can imagine the rest. She was arrested and detained, and she was found dead on the side of the road just hours after she was released from police custody. That beautiful, stupid girl. Her life here was made. All she had to do was step into the shoes. Instead, she had to go looking for trouble halfway around the world.”

I was saddened by her story. Emma was too nice a person to experience the sadness that kind of tragedy brought. I was surprised by my empathy because I’d grown self-centered over time. But Emma touched something in me, and she made me feel almost human.



Besides sorority life, my involvement with the D.C. chapter of the National Association of Black Journalists, and my friendship with Emma, I had something else to keep me occupied. Randall, my morning and midday news cohost. No, I hadn’t softened and given in to what I considered the myth of romance. Overall, I still felt that love was for suckers and men were a distraction I couldn’t truly afford. With the exception of Ishmael Taylor, who, unbeknownst to him, held a place in my heart. Juarez had shown me how gossip about romance, feigned or otherwise, could work to my benefit, giving me publicity and my career a boost. So Randall and I promenaded around the city, attending a variety of high-profile events, and I lapped up every minute of the attention, knowing that invitations for paid emcee gigs would come. We never had to pay at restaurants. We always had VIP perks at the clubs we visited. We were the “it” couple, and people actually followed our pseudo romance. From the gaga eyes I openly made at him on air to his hand intentionally lingering long near mine when we came back from a commercial break, viewers were tuning in like mad. It was incredible.

My producer, Siobhan Kimpton, tried to explain the phenomenon as she stood in the doorway of the room where our makeup was being applied: “You’re the sweethearts of the morning airwaves. You make people feel optimistic when they wake up, and they face their days feeling good.”

“Whatever,” I said. “It works.”

“You’re telling me,” she gushed. “Ratings are up, and you two just got invited to host the bridal expo at the convention center on Valentine’s weekend.”

“What do you say?” I said, turning to Randall, who was sitting in the chair next to mine.

“I’m not sure.”

“What?”

“I’ll have to see,” he said, removing the protective cover from the neckline of his crisply starched shirt after the makeup artist finished with him and exited the room.

“Well, it has to be both of you, or it’s a no go,” Siobhan said, looking at her clipboard. “Work on him, Peach.”

“I sure will,” I said, smiling broadly at Siobhan as she left. 

I turned my attention to Randall, and my fake smile disappeared. “What do you mean, you’re not sure?” I snapped. “You don’t get any choices here, sweetness. People love a good old-fashioned romance like our pseudo relationship, and I’m the one who makes the decisions for D.C.’s darling couple.”

He looked at me with pure venom in his eyes before gathering his news notes. “You can’t keep a hold on me forever,” he hissed before storming out of the room to the set.

Checking my reflection in the mirror, I smiled coolly before standing. He’d do whatever I said unless he wanted his secret to get out. The D.C. media circuit was far too conservative to accept the truth about him. In fact, if it got out, it would end his career in Chocolate City. So I knew that I’d get my way, as I always did.

After work, I went shopping at Crystal City Mall in Arlington, Virginia, before heading back to D.C. for an early dinner at Fasika’s Ethiopian Restaurant. As I picked at my shrimp tibs with my injera bread, I looked out the window at the people who colored the streets of Adams Morgan, the artsy, eclectic neighborhood not far from Howard University’s campus. The handsome assistant manager of the restaurant interrupted my people-watching with his deep, lilting voice.

“Is everything to your liking, Ms. Harrison?”

“As usual, it’s delicious,” I responded, looking into his eyes. There was something about Ethiopians’ eyes that made me melt.

“I’m glad. Thank you for the mention on the show last week. Enjoy your meal with my compliments.”

“That’s very generous of you,” I said, batting my eyes.

“You’ve proven yourself to be a friend to this restaurant. I thank you,” he said, bowing slightly before descending the stairs.

What a charming man, I mused before returning to my meal. Looking out the window again, I spotted a familiar face: Timothy Sanders.

He was handsome, fit, and successful, and he would make some woman a wonderful catch—if he weren’t already spoken for. His romantic life was one of D.C.’s best-kept secrets. I had stumbled upon it by accident, and before leaving D.C., where I’d spent twenty-six months, I had milked it for all it was worth.
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