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“Trisha Thomas’s debut novel is a fusion of humor, a fast-paced plot, and characters we care about. Venus Johnston’s journey is a familiar and compelling one that will have satisfied readers craving an encore.”
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“Thomas refuses to let her characters slide into stereotype, and she keeps the pace fast and funny.”
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To the readers who loved Venus
from the beginning
and brought her to life
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A woman who doesn’t know what she wants
will never have what she needs.

HERE COMES THE BRIDE

THE light hum of the cello set the mood for the joyous day. A wedding. Venus Johnston, do you take this man as your awfully wedded husband? Lawful, not awful, as she’d always thought the preacher was saying during TV ceremonies when she was a little girl. Yes! Yes, finally she would get her chance. Lawfully wedded bliss. Clint smiled, but showed no teeth. His lips delicately turned up, a smirk. A grimace? No. He was truly in love and about to make Venus the happiest woman alive. Her man. Sexy. Successful. Fine. All three characteristics a girl could only fantasize about. But for Venus it was now a reality.

“If there is anyone who knows of a reason why this union should not take place, let them speak now …”

Venus hated this part. When the nightmare began. The most dreaded moment when the woman actually stands up and says, “I do. I know of a reason.” Venus knows the voice. It’s played in her head a thousand times. She turned around slowly to see the gorgeous actress Vivica Fox, a picture of beauty in a stunning flowing wedding dress. A glorious shimmering diamond hung around her neck, almost blinding the guests.

Clint loved Vivica, that’s what he always used to say. But she could never be a real threat because she was only in the pages of glossy magazines and in Hollywood movies. Yet, here she was, extending her elegantly gloved hand to Clint. “Come along, dear. You’ve played outside long enough. You know you need a real woman, someone who’s going to love you and take care of you and put you first at all times. Tell her, sweetie. It’s time for her to let you go. How many times must we go through this?” Vivica’s voice echoed off the church walls.

“Please no … not again.” Venus couldn’t tell if she was thinking it or saying it out loud. Her panic was rising. Boy, it’s getting hot in here. The music switched abruptly. She looked over where the cellist was replaced by a hip-hopper with a bandanna and a gold tooth. It’s getting hot in here … so take off all your clothes. “Shut up, shut up.” She felt Clint release her hand and start toward Vivica Fox.

“Wait, no!” Venus grabbed his sleeve. He shook her off and began walking again. “Somebody stop him!” Venus screamed. “Clint, she’s no good for you. Can’t you see through all that Maybelline … it’s not real, can’t you see that she’s fake? She’s not real.”

Clint put up his hand. “It’s too late,” he said with ease. “You had your chance and you blew it.” He turned and slipped his hand into Vivica’s glove-covered one. They began to walk away, waving like the king and queen of the ball.

Venus hiked up her wedding gown and chased them outside.

“Clint!” she screamed. She turned and watched Vivica and Clint climb into a shiny white Range Rover with a bunch of cans tied to the back and the words Just Married! But Not to Venus spray-painted all over.

“NOOO, not again!” she tried to scream, but the words smothered her, making her struggle for air.

“Hey, you all right?”

She snapped out of it and found herself staring into Airic’s face, concern and panic written all over him. The rest of the wedding party stared at her with confusion. She was confused too, standing next to Airic with the scent of gardenias and stargazer lilies fragrant in the air, listening to the light hum of the cello. The sun was high above their heads and the breeze was gentle enough to keep a nervous bride cool.

Wasn’t it perfect? What wedding isn’t? Regardless of the amount of money spent, the blood, sweat, and tears, for the bride all that mattered was walking down the aisle seeing the light in her future husband’s eyes. The small details, like her satin heels sinking into the grass, the cake arriving slanted, or the ice statue of Cupid’s bow melting into a dripping phallic symbol, or the mother of the bride chanting, “Thank you, Lord,” were inconsequential on this monumental day. Getting to the altar, hearing that last “I do,” and the crowd cheering as if a touchdown had been scored … that’s what it was all about. Venus, the maid of honor, and Airic, a groom’s man by default, were the only ones not clapping or throwing rose petals when the minister announced, “You may kiss the bride.”

They ignored the organ pressing out the cue for them to fall into procession with the rest of the wedding party. Instead, they remained standing opposite one another, Airic pulling at the black satin noose around his white starched collar; Venus twisting the engagement ring hidden underneath the small bridesmaid bouquet she held, unable to shake the nightmare that had haunted her like a black cloud for the last two years. Each and every time she went to someone else’s wedding, she felt cursed. And the conversation she and Airic had on the way to the ceremony hadn’t helped matters.

Riding along the edge of the Occoquan River in the northern valley of Virginia, they’d traveled quietly most of the way. Swaying green grass surrounded the tall stretch of trees for miles along the highway. Venus kept her attention on the serene view, trying to remain calm. “… all I’m saying is that we’re not getting any younger. By the time I finally get to walk down the aisle, I’m going to need a cane.”

“Why is it my fault?” Airic responded without a pause. “How many times have I told you, name the time, name the place, I’m there. I think you’re the one with cold feet.” He steered with one hand while his slender fingers pushed relentlessly on the tuning, unable to get a radio station to come in clearly. He shut it off, giving her his complete attention. “Name the date,” he said almost as a dare, cutting his eyes in Venus’s direction. “What’s wrong? Calendar a little tied up?”

Her frustration came out in a completely opposite form, putting her hand over her mouth to stifle the laughter.

Airic gripped the steering wheel until his pale knuckles lost color in his already fair skin. “I’m serious. Name the date.”

“Sure, I’ll name a date and then the week before the ceremony, you’ll say, ‘Oh, I thought you were talking about 2002. You meant April of this year.’ ” Venus deepened her voice to mock his. “ ‘Can you reschedule, dear?’ ” The sun beamed relentlessly on the passenger’s side. She was hot. She was irritable, and not just from the dress pinching her in the back where the zipper stopped. Her hair was so tightly pulled back from her face to create a bun effect that her eyes hurt. One more of the bride’s many requests, including the heavy layer of fake pearls that felt like a knotted rope around her neck. She tried to adjust the cheap necklace and snagged a wispy strand of hair that was too short to stay put. “Shit.”

“Name the date, Venus!” Airic thought the expletive was directed toward him.

“No … it’s—”

“Name the date,” he demanded again, his graying temples creasing at the sides, the skin tightening around his eyes.

“Right, pencil me in for June first of 3003.” Venus responded with as much sarcasm as possible, no longer just pissed at the uncomfortable dress, the snagged hair, or the necklace choking her.

Airic’s foot pushed harder on the gas, speeding into the opposite lane to pass a small white Jetta. Venus always checked when she saw the small foreign car, looking for the personalized license plate that read BABY-DOC. Of course by now Clint would have moved up in the world, driving something a bit more sophisticated, but she always checked. Always.

“See what I’m saying? Happens every time I tell you to pick a date. This is what I get, silence.”

“Right.” It came out louder than planned. Venus gave the hair and metal clasp one last chance to part on friendly terms, then gave it a tug, unafraid of the consequences. “Sure, Airic … whatever.”
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SHE was tired of replaying the conversation in her head. Setting a date. Tired of picturing herself in another white gown like the one worn by the bride, with the splendid train that flowed effortlessly up the aisle. Tired of the whole business. How she’d managed to be standing witness to yet another ceremony was beyond her.

She’d only met the bride, Felicia Meadows, a year and a half ago when she’d been hired as her assistant. Felicia didn’t talk much during their interview and only answered questions when she was asked. She’d kept her hands folded on her lap without one fidgeting episode, a sure sign of diligence and focus. At the time Felicia hadn’t even a boyfriend, no prospects for the future. Simply moved to the northern Virginia area fresh out of college without a plan, without a strategy, determined to get away from her southern roots in Memphis. Now she was married to Joseph, a friendly financial analyst who insisted on coming all the way up to the tenth floor to pick her up for lunch instead of waiting downstairs in the no-parking zone.

With forced steps, Venus moved closer to Airic. They were standing on the very spot where Felicia and Joseph had just taken their vows underneath a flowered trellis with streams of ivy. “I’m sorry.” Still holding on to the compact flower arrangement, Venus stretched to reach around his lean shoulders. The white ribbons cascaded down the back of his tuxedo. “Whenever you’re ready. No rush.” Her soft brown eyes smiled out of duty. Always her last words … no rush. She was only thirty-six. Considered an old maid at one time, but not now. Statistics showed she was right on schedule to give birth to her first child in her first marriage at nearly forty. Plenty of time, no rush.

“Let’s get out of here.” She kissed Airic on his narrow chin, inhaling his scent.

He kissed her back, whispering near her ear, “That’s the best idea I’ve heard yet.” He swayed her gently back and forth. “One day left to get all the good loving I can.” His jaw line creased deeply with a smile.

It was true. By Monday morning there would be two thousand miles between them. Working in opposite corners of the country, she in Los Angeles and he in Washington, D.C. A few months earlier, when Ron Chadnum had invited her to lunch and placed the L.A. account on the table, she didn’t think twice before grabbing it and declaring herself the winner. She rode home singing along with Mary J. Blige at the top of her lungs. “Like sweet morning dew … I took one look at you … you were my destiny.” Only thing, she wasn’t singing about Airic. Her destiny and sweet morning dew was the new account. Fashion had always been her first love and finally she’d be in the center of it with the JPWear clothing. She’d prepared a list of reasons why it was a good move: spending time with her parents in Los Angeles, enhancing her career, and opening the door for other opportunities. Turned out, none of the excuses were necessary.

Over dinner she’d told Airic of the offer—the offer, not the acceptance. “Will you take it? Sounds like an incredible opportunity,” he’d said, a little too excited for her taste.

“It is, but what about us?” Venus had asked cautiously over microwaved lasagna that still had cold spots in the middle.

“Us is solid as a rock, two thousand miles can’t put a dent in us.” Airic had made it sound so simple. Part of her wanted him to throw drama, plead for her to stay, maybe even pout a little. What would it hurt to show that he cared, needed her? He didn’t always have to be so understanding, so mature. But tomorrow was the big day. It came quick and painless. She was already packed, already had an apartment, and Airic was already used to the idea of her being gone.

She felt a warm surge of anticipation for the night to come. A send-off like no other. Going-away sex was the best kind. They’d have to go at least three rounds to hold them over until they saw each other again. Airic scooped her up effortlessly like she was being carried over the threshold. Venus called out to her best friend who was wearing the exact same shimmering silver bridesmaid’s dress, making it look sexy and glamorous while Venus felt like a foil-wrapped chocolate bar.

“Wendy, catch!” She threw the small bouquet and blew a kiss.

Wendy caught the bouquet and now held two, shaking them in front of her like pompoms. Her rich brown skin gleamed against the shiny gown. “Call me when you get settled in L.A. I’ll keep an eye on your man for you, don’t worry.”

Venus grinned, revealing a set of just-whitened teeth, feeling light in Airic’s arms. “This man doesn’t need watching, he’s in love.” She kicked her leg out as she was being whisked out of the wedding garden past the idle crowd of well-wishers. For the moment, she felt like she was the bride. She blew kisses to no one in particular while Airic carted her off. She snuggled into the sweet, heavy scent of his cologne. No rush, she thought. Her day would come.


RED LIGHT, GREEN LIGHT

FROM the street, the design studio looked like one of many smogcoated buildings in the downtown garment district of Los Angeles. The cloud cover tinted the entire city with a gray haze. The sky had been heavy and dense since she’d arrived in L.A. a week earlier. Venus faded in and out of thought, a dullness blanketing her mind while her heels rubbed against the concrete, her feet moving blindly to her destination. Legend and William strolled ahead in their corporate suits and silk ties, with the confidence of Morehouse grads with a long string of alphabets after each of their names. It was a look Fortune 500 companies would appreciate if not for the silver studs climbing up William’s ear and the thick twisted dreadlocks hanging down Legend’s back. William was the studious one, with his intense, light hazel eyes that bore straight through her to get his point across.

Legend, on the other hand, refused to offer anyone, especially Venus, that much power by giving his undivided attention. He always managed to look off to the side or over her head as if he was bored and had other places to be.

The two men reached the double glass doors, appropriately pausing and standing off to the side with the door pulled open for Venus to enter. Legend’s slate gray suit complemented his dark, well-oiled skin. “After you.” He swung his hand open to improvise the right of way.

“This time don’t save your best idea for last,” Venus instructed while slipping past the two men. For one so small she was fast on her feet, and her high heels didn’t slow her down. Neither did her fitted skirt encompassing the neat little package both men appreciated when they thought no one was looking.

“I’ve heard this guy, Jake Parson, doesn’t play. He won’t hesitate telling us to take our marbles and go home. We have to give him everything we’ve got right up front.”

“No problem. You’re the boss.” The words came out in Legend’s mock thespian voice. His lackadaisical attitude infuriated Venus about five times a day, but it was also what kept her on her toes.

They were on their way to a meeting with Jake Parson, a onetime rapper who now owned and ran one of the largest fashion empires in the country in spite of himself. He’d bought his way into the clothing industry but now had hit a roadblock, unable to reach the market he’d originally captivated. He’d brought the thug life into the mainstream with oversized pants and baggy jackets. Only these thugs were being dropped off at school with lunch pails and skateboards. The young street look was now owned and coveted by middle-class suburbanites who’d never seen the ghetto life up close and personal. The life they saw in rap videos and on covers of CDs told them no thug was complete without his JPWear.

It wasn’t what Jake Parson had envisioned when the company started six years ago. The young women’s line was the biggest hurdle. No upstanding around-the-way girl would be caught in JP jeans. It was almost as bad as being seen in a pair of Kathie Lee Gifford’s spandex jeans.
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IN the lobby, Venus scanned the framed pictures of music artists in brightly colored oversized clothing emblazoned with the JP logo on the front. She recognized most of the artists even though she’d started her private boycott of music video channels over a year ago. The half-naked women shaking their asses had sunk to an all-time low and she’d decided to turn it off instead of becoming enraged and disgusted. Still, rap and hip-hop music was now like baseball and apple pie, the all-American way.

She walked to the receptionist’s desk, which was nothing more than a curved glass top on a clear base, matching the rest of the minimalist decor, soft lighting, chrome accents, and pristine white walls. The leggy brunette, with lips as dark as her hair, stood up with the phone still attached to her face. After hanging up, she escorted them to a spiral staircase that hung on steel wires. Not very practical, Venus thought, holding on for dear life. Legend and William came up behind her, no doubt staring at her round derriere with each step.

“Have a seat. Mr. Parson will be right with you.” The receptionist left the three of them in the conference room, which held a series of straight metal chairs and a long, narrow frosted glass table in the center. The clear wall looked down onto the sample makers’ studio on the first floor. Fit models walked around topless, or bottomless, depending on what stage of pinning they were in. JPWear had gone truly commercial, using skinny waifs as fit models, for the men as well as the women. Venus made a mental note: Need real models with real bodies.

“Wassup!” Jake Parson entered the room, slapping high fives, moving into a loose huddle with Legend and William. He turned toward Venus with the same excitement. He smiled, his eyes roamed her face. The ex-rapper slash clothing mogul held her hand in a tight professional grasp, but Venus still noticed the softness of his palm. “You must be Venus Johnston. I’m Jake Parson. I hear you picked my boys up when they were facedown on the curb.”

“Ah, we like to see it as down but not out.” Legend did a few raise-the-roof gestures. “It ain’t over till it’s over.” Ever since the two men reluctantly had to sign on as employees instead of the entrepreneurs they started as, they weren’t the happiest campers. Urban Assault, their old company, was underresourced and ran out of the capital to stay in the competitive business of advertising and marketing. When Venus heard Legend Hill and William Marks were looking for partners, she relayed the information to Chadnum Mass Marketing and proposed a buyout. Robert Chadnum wasted no time bringing them into the company, but not as partners—just plain old-fashioned working stiffs with plain old-fashioned paychecks.

Jake Parson ignored the rebuttal. “Pleased to be working with you.” He wore a loose-fitting suit with a thick turtleneck underneath. Not even he wanted to wear his own line of clothing. His wide smile made him look boyish, too young to be running a multimillion-dollar company. “My boys here never let me down when I was on the rap circuit. The original PR masters. Came through on several gigs. Nice to know they’re in good hands.” He still held hers in a firm grip.

The thin hairs on the back of her neck rose. She suppressed the shock that had now risen to anger. She didn’t like being the outsider. Legend and William conveniently failed to mention the buddy thing with the president and owner of the company. This meeting had been planned well over a month ago, and they had not said one word.

“Nice to have references.” She slipped her hand out of his and stepped around Legend and William, eyeing them long enough to make them as uncomfortable as she now felt.

Jake Parson turned back to his boys. “Let’s get this party started. How about we head out, get something to eat? We don’t need to stick around here when we could be at Links nursing some Lemon Drops … and I’m not talking about the candy.” They slapped hands again, the three of them looking like a football team rally with high fives and shoulder bumps. It had been a long time since she felt this way, ignored and irrelevant. Which had always been the case when she worked for Donnelly and Kramer. Seven long years and not one promotion. It took a mental breakdown for her to get the hint and move on. Within a few months she’d landed a job with Chadnum Mass Marketing where she now wore the badge proudly, Multicultural Marketing Director.

The power was only in the title, since at this moment she felt small and insignificant. A tight knot formed at the top of her stomach.

She looked to Jake Parson. “You know, I’m on a tight schedule. I have a few conference calls to make this afternoon, so I need to get in, get out, and then you guys can reminisce and have your play time afterward.” Venus pulled her sleeve back to check her watch for emphasis. The last thing she needed was to head to their old stomping ground where she’d have to sit back chewing the inside of her jaw while they went down memory lane. From the looks of things, they had a good long history and plenty to catch up on.

“Oooookay.” He moved to the far corner of the table like a reprimanded child. He slipped into one of the swivel metal chairs. A distinct chuckle floated to the head of the class. Venus turned around to glare at Legend, then began to speak in her managerial voice.

“Well, first off I’d like to thank you and congratulate your choice of Chadnum Mass Marketing. I’m excited to be working with you—”

She was interrupted by someone making a big deal of clearing his throat. Her bet was on Legend, having once witnessed him do a masturbation gesture during a corporate meeting. His way of showing someone what he thought of them, trying too hard to suck up. She ignored the muffled cough and continued.

“The way I see it, your company has a lot of catching up to do. JP Wear took the entire wave of urban fashion to a new level, but all of a sudden, it’s become general goods, the kind of clothing you can pick up at any department store. The key to getting back on top of the streetwear game is creating a mystique, the allure that comes with being exclusive. If you’re kicking it in JPWear you gotta feel like you’re the shit.” She paused, uneasy with her use of slang. She awaited Legend’s second attempt to embarrass her.

“There is no uniqueness to the brand. People want to be able to get it, but they need to work for it. Nothing good comes easy … or cheap.” Venus recalled the sighting of a few JPWear hats on a rack at a local Chevron gas station. “I think you’re going to have to create an entire new line, make it exclusive,” she continued. “Bottom line, JPWear can be bought anywhere and everywhere. It’s not cool anymore. I suggest JPWear create an alias, a new name, a new brand to attract a new following.”

Legend burst out, unable to contain his disagreement, “JPWear can easily cut back on the number of retailers. Starting an entire new line under an entirely new brand is ridiculous, not to mention expensive. Why in the world would he need to start over from scratch?”

Venus found herself once again glaring at Legend, wanting to pounce. Wasn’t it just this morning they’d agreed with the direction to approach JPWear’s overhaul? Now he was saying the complete opposite. She maintained a dignified stance, doing her best to control the situation. “Being oversaturated in the market does three things to a fashion-forward brand. One, it dilutes the edge factor; two, it kills your profitability; and, three, it creates a guaranteed slide into oblivion.” She turned to Jake, with her back completely to Legend. “So the question is, can you put the horse back in the barn after it’s run away? I say many have tried, but few have succeeded. I would be interested if anyone can give me an example of a successful line that has brought itself back from overexposure. Levi’s jeans? Tommy Hilfiger?” She shook her head. “… And now we have Nike, struggling to get back the crown. It’s not going to happen.”

“Maybe not for them, but JPWear’s got the juice.” Legend kept his attention directed at Jake and William, not so much as a glance in Venus’s direction. “As much money as it would take creating a new line, the marketing, the advertising—hell, we could throw half as much at JPWear and get the same results. Change the image, step up the media. It can be done.” Legend looked directly at Jake, waiting for confirmation that he was in the lead.

“It’s definitely something to consider.” Jake Parson looked between the two competing forces, bemused by the rivalry.

“Mr. Parson, how long do you want to be in this business—three, four, or five more years? That’s the question. If the answer is yes, then Legend is right.” Venus frowned with the thought. “But if you want to create, as we say in the business, a ‘going concern’—something that has longevity—you have to think about introducing a new line, with a new brand. I agree that it costs just as much money to turn around an existing company as it does to start a new one, but the latter usually yields better results.”

“And exactly when did you ever run your own company? You’ve been hiding under the corporate sheets too long, you’re out of touch.” Legend had let his contempt slip out once before and Venus had put him in check with finger wagging and head bobbing, but not in front of the paying customer. She bit down hard, catching the inside of her cheek.

“Don’t hate Legend, it’s not like you brah: We’re talkin’ business here, and all ideas need to be heard and considered.” Jake Parson turned his attention back to Venus with apologetic eyes. She wanted to tell him not to sweat it. She’d make Legend pay later.

Venus continued, “When you first talked to Chadnum, the discussion revolved around the fact that the Macy’s buyer threatened to pull your line. Did they tell you why?”

A brief moment of embarrassment swirled around Jake. “JPWear clothing was going in a direction that they might not agree with.”

“Which means they’re tired of sharing the same styles as the other stores. Your company pulled in $80 million last year. Your closest competitor did six times that business. Do you know why? Because they’re exclusive.”

Legend was shaking his head. “… then cut back on some retailers and focus on the high end.”

“Cut back on retailers, cut back in profits, period. He needs to keep the existing line at the general department stores and create a separate one for the high end.” Venus rolled open her palms to show the end of her magic trick. “It’s not complicated.”

“Well, why didn’t you say that?” Jake interrupted.

Venus looked as if to say, brotha please, hoping that Jake was asking a rhetorical question. These things had to be hashed out; even the simplest solutions needed dialogue. “I like the direction.” Jake stood up, running a hand down the lean muscles of his abdomen. “I like it a lot, now let’s eat.”

Venus looked at her watch again, indicating her need to keep things moving. “I think I’ll pass.”

Legend gave Venus a defeated glance before leaning back. His thick dreadlocks hung over the back of his chair. He ignored Jake’s offer of food and libations as well, trying to deliver his own message, “I’m just saying, JPWear is still the hottest thing going. That’s plus positive to have everybody walking around with the JP on their jackets and T-shirts. What’s important is building on what we already have. We don’t need to start an entirely different line.”

Jake nodded his head; he’d take it all under advisement. It didn’t slow Legend down any. William sat silently, writing down notes. His usual tactic was to sit back and listen, collecting information, drawing a conclusion that made more sense than all the rest. This time he had nothing to add, afraid to side with Venus in the presence of Legend.

“Have I ever steered you wrong, man?” Legend stood up, straightening his tie and adjusting his suit.

Jake stood up and leaned over the table, slapping hands with both men, “That’s why you my dogs. Who else was I gonna call?”

The conversation turned into a boys’ session regardless of how many times Venus tried to interject, their large shoulders huddled together as a wall to keep her out. She tried talking over them a few times, their voices becoming louder, their laughter thicker.

She picked up her purse and briefcase and left the room quietly, unnoticed. She opened her small Nokia phone as she elbowed her way out the double doors of the JPWear studio. She dialed and listened as the phone went into the fourth ring.


OPEN SEATING

“HELLO, sweetness.” Venus let out a sigh of relief when Airic picked up. She climbed into the leather seat of her car.

“Hello, Buttercup.”

“Hello, Ever Lovin’.” She peeled off her high-heeled boots while sitting in the front seat.

“Hello, Kissy Face.”

“Okay, that’s enough. How are you?” She put her hot exhausted feet on top of the steering wheel as she pressed the button to guide the seat back as far as it would go.

“Needing you,” Airic breathed into the phone.

“Are you going to be able to come this weekend?” She was on the verge of whining but didn’t want to alarm him. She after all was a woman. Real women didn’t whine.

“Venus, I left you a message. You didn’t get it?”

“No. What message?”

“I’ve got a proposal sitting in front of me that has more holes than Swiss cheese. I’ve got to have it together by Monday morning. I won’t be able to come.”

Venus squeezed her eyes shut. It took everything she had to stay light. “I miss you, that’s all. This long-distance love thang is puttin’ a hurtin’ on me.”

“I miss you, too. You know that.”

“Another week without you. I don’t know.” She wiggled her toes, staring up at the windows of the JPWear studio, picturing the three men inside the stucco building laughing and chuckling it up, not knowing whether she was alive or dead.

“Well, doesn’t Chadnum need to see you? You can fly back here. You can’t do everything over the phone and computer, can you?” he asked in a telling voice.

“The only thing I can’t do through e-mail or on the phone is what I want to do with you.”

He laughed. Airic had an enormous sense of humor. Love and laughter were two of the same as far as Venus was concerned. Once the laughter was gone, so were the good times, closely followed by the love.

She sat up straight when she saw the three men file out of the large double doors of the building. If she didn’t know them personally and have a deep yearning to run them over with her car, she would’ve classified them as handsome. Now there were three of them. Solid, refined, educated—jerks.

Men didn’t like working for women, as much as they tried to hide it. They could pretend that all was fair, but there was still major dissension. She knew sometimes she came on a bit too strong, what she called her Napoleon complex. Trying to make up for her slight size and stature. She should’ve known Legend and William were going to stage an uprising, not wanting to be bullied by a woman. All men could secretly hear their mothers yelling at them to take out the trash or cut the lawn.

“I’m not promising, Venus,” Airic said, breaking her concentration on the Three-Live crew heading her way.

“I’m asking you to try. I have to go now. I’ll call you tonight when I get home.”

“You know where I’ll be.”

“In my heart,” she said quickly before hanging up. She slipped back into her camel suede boots, pulling them over her calves. Flipping open the mirror on the back of her sunshade, she checked her makeup. Eyes still neatly lined with the soft brown pencil, her brows still sculpted to perfection, courtesy of Gina the Korean dynamo at Picasso’s Salon. Her coral brown skin never needed foundation; instead, she pressed a light powder for the shine. She touched up her lipstick, then stepped out of the car.

The clouds had parted after a heavy shower, leaving the downtown streets wet and steamy. She walked quickly, sidestepping the potholes that were filled with rainwater. She caught up to them, hurrying until she was by Jake’s side.

Startled, his hands flew out of his pockets like they could possibly do damage. “Lady, you shouldn’t sneak up on people like that in the downtown streets of Los Angeles. We’ve got protocol out here.”

“I called out, you guys didn’t hear me.”

Legend and William turned around with a dampened spirit. The mean teacher was back ruining their field trip plans. “You’re joining us for lunch, Ms. Johnston?”

“Don’t mind if I do.”

“I don’t mind at all.” Jake Parson extended his arm and waited for her to take hold. Venus tapped his arm down lightly.

“I think I can manage.”

They walked five or six blocks up Broadway passing several restaurants on the way. She stayed silent, listening to their conversation range from homelessness to interest rates to Betina Grayson, I know ya’ll remember Betina…

She zoned into her own thoughts—when would be the next time she saw Airic, what to do with her empty weekend. This was the second one in a row they’d missed being together. Days were long, nights even longer. Even though she’d spent the first half of her life in Los Angeles, it wasn’t home anymore. She could have only so many dinners with her mother and father before it felt like she’d moved back in with them. The guest pleasantries had already worn off. Now, her mother asked her questions like when she and Airic were going to get married since she’d been wearing a ring for well over the required get-to-know-you period, if she’d considered having her eggs frozen, seeing how she’d celebrated her thirty-sixth birthday a month ago. And the hardest questions of them all—how was Clint doing, did she ever talk to him, when was the last time she saw him … was he happily married?

She wished she could answer that question. But then again, she was grateful to not know. Clint was a part of her life she tried hard not to think about. One of those it-could-have-been-me stories. She’d pushed him out of her life for his lack of commitment and then stood idly by while he married another woman less than a year later. The past that always resided in her ever present state of mind.

“Here it is.” Jake opened the door of the restaurant for everyone, then slid in behind Venus. Once the restaurant door shut behind them, the daylight was closed out completely like a lid-covered box.

She could feel Jake behind her in the darkness of the entrance. It took a moment for her eyes to adjust. Before that she was following the muted sound of dining, plates connecting to forks, voices in light conversation.

“How’s this?” The hostess stood to the side for the four of them to examine.

“Perfect, thank you.” Jake pulled the chair out for Venus and sat down next to her. Legend and William took two seats directly across.

Jake Parson had been a household name, a rap artist who’d made a million from one silly little song. Then turned his attention and his bankroll to clothing and made another million and then another. She’d found as much information on him as possible before their meeting. He was one of the few entertainers she knew who had actually graduated from college. After reading his impressive dossier, she’d still written him off as a hip-hop accident, falling into good luck and fortune.

Though she must admit, she was impressed with his restaurant selection. Restaurant choice said a lot about someone’s personality. This one was subtle, quiet, but still humming with a vital energy. She could see him in her peripheral vision. Confident. Appealing. Stop that, she told herself. Watching the moves of a man she’d just met (she checked his left hand that held up the menu), an unmarried man, was not smart. Neither smart nor considerate. She prided herself on being both. She’d made plenty of mistakes in her lifetime, with men mostly the source. She was at the pinnacle of her professional career and love life, so why did she feel the heat of Jake Parson’s shoulder every time he bumped her slightly? Answer.

Lonely. Here in big old Los Angeles without her baby, her kissy face, her sweetness. Nothing more to it than that. She missed Airic. This new person was merely an image, a mirage. No one could make her laugh the way Airic did. No one could sing the words of “One in a Million” by Larry Graham in its entirety, hitting the long notes and all. No one could give a good horseyback ride like Airic, twirling her around until she was dizzy, then dropping her onto the bed, and diving in shortly after. She bit her lip. Plain old-fashioned horny.

“What do you say, Venus?”

“Excuse me?”

“Vitro Cabernet? A red wine, not too dry.” Jake was leaning into her face as if she were hard of hearing.

“Perfect. I’m sorry.”

“Where’d you go?” He searched her eyes.

“Probably back to work. All work and no play, that’s the motto, right, Ms. Johnston?” Legend pulled the knot free that was housing his locks. “Try to relax. Chadnum doesn’t have a wire on you, does he?” He loosened his tie with one finger.

Venus was about to lash out at Legend before being trumped by Jake.

“Work is going to get the job done. I have no problem with playtime, fellas, but when it comes time to roll up the sleeves, I expect nothing less than what you’d give Mr. Smith, or Mr. Tom. You know what I’m saying?” It was a professional tone she hadn’t heard until now.

“Always.” William spoke up, putting his hand out for a soul shake, then a knuckle butt.

Venus crossed her legs under the table. That did it. She’d wait it out. The warm rush. She would not be taken over by such a small gesture. Speaking up for her, taking a stand in her defense. She was too old to fall for chivalry. She worked hard to suppress the acknowledgment but it came out anyway; “Thank you,” she breathed out in a whisper, then put her face back into her menu.

“Anytime.” Jake stroked his goatee.

“Let’s order.” Legend’s tone took on an edge. That alone was enough to make her smile.

She was used to Legend’s and William’s sarcasm, but growing weary by the moment. No one understood their frustration more than Venus. She’d experienced her share of working for people she considered less qualified. After ten years of climbing and groveling, she was finally where she wanted to be, deserved to be—director of multicultural marketing, in charge of helping the big companies connect with their brown brothers and sisters without offensive toe-tapping Bo Jangle ads. She wore the title like a badge of authority and honor. Although Robert Chadnum was an African American himself, he surrounded himself with a staff of the majority consensus, white males. Venus was one of the few female managers, not to mention the even fewer black women, at the corporate headquarters in Washington, D.C. After two years, she still walked into her own office and stood in awe of the sweeping view of the Potomac River, the beautiful teak wood desk and furnishings. The art that she’d picked out herself. Romare Bearden collections full of vibrant yellow and blue hues. She had an expense account that allowed her to take clients skiing in Vail or sailing down the coast instead of to a simple lunch or dinner. She’d done her time and was now enjoying the perks of her servitude.

That’s how she’d ended up in Los Angeles, going the extra mile, doing what was expected, and exceeding those expectations. But what had it gotten her? A one-way trip to Lonely Town, USA. Los Angeles was filled with people. Five million at last count, and there was still something so isolating about being here. Everyone drove around with their faces forward, blind to what didn’t involve them. Seeing only their immediate connection. The various cultures, black, white, Asian, Middle Eastern, all sectioned off like miniature countries on one land. You had to find a clique, a group, a club, or something, or simply fall into the shadows. She looked up and watched the interaction between the three men, their Adam’s apples rising and falling, and realized she wasn’t going to be a part of this club either.

“Are you ready to order, or do you need a few more minutes?” The waitress stood over them with her white shirt buttoned to the neck and her black apron snug around her conservative-fitting black pants and still managed to look charming. Venus guessed, student. The ones who wanted to be actresses usually worked closer to the west side, Century City, Santa Monica.

After her first glass of wine, Venus excused herself to the rest room. Jake stood up, as a gentleman would, then William and Legend followed suit as if it were a game of Simon Says. In the dim lighting, she moved carefully around tables and in between seated patrons. A door pushed open and light escaped. A sharply dressed woman walked out. Before the door closed, Venus caught a glimpse of a mirror and sink and beelined it to that direction. The bathroom was lit but still required a flashlight if she wanted to touch up her makeup. She went into the stall and closed the wooden shutter door. She stood staring at the slats in the door casing, trying to remember if it was up or down, when people could see straight through to the other side.

It didn’t matter, she didn’t really have to use the facilities. She just needed a minute to figure it all out.

If it was only the lonely bug that had bitten her, why then did she find Legend and William so completely undesirable? They both had the looks, the style, the manliness guaranteed to get the job done. Since they had been working together she’d felt nothing, not even a twinge of possibility. Not a flash of wonder when the two men walked into her office on a bright hot July day making every other female, and a few males, track them as they passed. Nada. Zilch. Not even a flicker of fantasy. The entire office had buzzed after they left. “Who was that? Umph, girrrrrl,” was all she’d heard the rest of the day. She’d been impressed as well on first arrival, she’d heard so much about them, seen their photos in a couple of business articles, but their cockiness had reared its ugly head two minutes into the interview. Legend with his smug attitude and brass bullets of truth. The truth as he saw it. William sitting there, confident and all knowing. Nada. And yet, here was Jake Parson, a perfect stranger, triggering waves of heat in her elbow every time he accidentally nudged her to reach for the bottle of wine or the bread. The instant high when his leg widened, touching hers. Excuse me, excuse me, she should’ve said, you’re in my space. She should have, but no protest, verbal or otherwise.

Venus shook her hands out. The tingly rise of anticipation. Instant attraction was normal. It happened all the time. It didn’t mean anything. The human mind was stronger than the pheromones that lurked, seeking and hunting constantly for a new mate without authorization. I didn’t order this … send it back.

She took a long minute of meditation in front of the sink while she washed and rewashed her hands. An extra minute to strengthen her resolve before going back to the fire.

[image: ]

BY the time lunch was over, so was the day. The sky was dark, filled with clouds ready to burst. It had been unusually rainy and cold in Southern California. Venus was beginning to think she’d brought the heavy clouds with her from the East Coast, following her like a bad attitude. You can run but you can’t hide from yourself. Venus stepped outside as the door was held open for her. The others filed out behind. The air was thick with car fumes and misty rain.

“Why don’t we go back to the studio and put some of this down on paper?”

“Sure.” Venus tightened the belt around her leather coat while she watched Legend and William stride up ahead. There was a heaviness to her step from the two glasses of wine.

Jake Parson stayed, walking by her side. “They’re not your biggest fans, huh?”

“What gave it away?”

He smiled, showing a straight set of teeth and cocked his head to acknowledge the obvious.

Venus walked with her eyes on the subjects. “I was the one who brought the two of them to Chadnum’s attention. But instead of being grateful it’s like they blame me for making them aware they’d failed. Like if it wasn’t for me, they’d still have their pride. The big entrepreneurial struggle could go on.”

“I think you hit it. They have some pride issues … definitely wouldn’t take it personal, though. They’re good guys. They respect you.”

“Lucky me.” Venus slowed to create more distance between the men walking ahead. “Why didn’t you just hire them to come work for you? I mean, this is obviously an inside job. They could have easily left Chadnum and come and worked for you without the middleman.”

Jake stayed quiet.

“What’s that look? If they’re your boys, you didn’t need me here. Right?” She stopped him, touching his arm. “Oh, God. You’re trying to say I have defective merchandise.”

“You sure do read a lot into silence.” His lips parted into a smile. “None of the above. It was you.”

“Me?”

“You, Venus Johnston. I got wind of you about a year ago. I probably should have sought you out then, but I thought I could make wine out of water, gold out of dust, continue doing what I’d started and everything would take care of itself. Then I saw the nice write-up about you teaming up with Legend and William in Black Enterprise and I thought, three birds, one stone. I get the best of both worlds. I trust these guys, I know them, but they need balance.”

“Balance, as in a mother-hen type to keep them in line?” Venus rolled her eyes to the gray sky above.

“No. There is nothing motherly about you.”

She crossed her arms over her chest. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

Jake threw up his hands. “I can’t win here. All I’m saying is that you guys complement each other. It may not look that way now, but I know what I’m talking about.” There was an awkward moment of silence, only the sound of their shoes against the pavement, cars passing in the wet street.

They reached the corner of the JPWear studio and stopped for the light. Jake looked down at her where she only came to his shoulder. “We should probably call it a day. You seem beat.”

“Yeah, beat down.” She dropped her eyes for a minute, stopping to look up at him, and noticed a dark line in the center of his throat along the edge of his turtleneck. The scar was as neatly placed as the rest of him, as if it were drawn with a felt pen. She quickly diverted her eyes, but too late, he pushed his leather collar closed around his neck.

“I think I’ll go home and sink into a big tub of bubbles.”

“I’ll walk you to your car.” They crossed the street without Legend and William noticing they were no longer following.

“So where’s home?”

“An apartment on Wilshire, the 9000 block.”

“Chadnum must pay well.”

Venus didn’t answer, happy to let her lifestyle speak for itself. She pulled out her keys and pressed the unlock button to her leased BMW. “You’ve been a perfect gentleman. I hope some of it wears off on your boys.”

“I’ll see that it does.” He brought his hand up for a warm shake, even softer than in the office when they’d first met. His hand swallowed hers.

“See you Monday.” She opened the car door.

“Why do we have to wait until Monday?”

Venus rolled her eyes. “I think you know the answer to that question, Mr. Parson, colleague, client, sir.” She gleamed a smile while taking her hand back.

He leaned on the open car door, grinning. “I’m all that, huh?”

“All that.”

“See you Monday.” Tapping lightly then closing the door for her without a fight. She figured Jake Parson had to try, page two in the player’s handbook.
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