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CHAPTER 1

Your account is overdrawn.

Camille Robertson unchecked the e-mail notification box on her cell phone. No need in setting herself up for even more depressing announcements. Bad enough she was turning the big three-oh today. She didn’t need to be reminded that she was also broke. Below broke, actually, because by the afternoon, her account would be charged another thirty-four dollars for insufficient funds.

She closed her eyes as the phone’s screen dimmed and then went blank. Insufficient. A good word to describe Camille’s life for the past eleven years.

The dull beep of her neighbor’s alarm clock added another level of ridiculousness to her life. Cheap rent always came with thin walls and bad layout, i.e., adjacent bedrooms. No privacy. Not that Camille needed it. Her life was as uneventful as they came.

She listened to the beeping awhile longer and decided that this fellow tenant must have already left the apartment, or maybe she was dead. Either way, the clock had another fifty-nine minutes to blare unattended.

With the last moments of sleep now forfeited, Camille slapped her dry feet onto the cold tile. Pedicures got laid off a long time ago. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been pumped up in a hairdresser’s chair. Boxed perms, homemade hairstyles, and do-it-yourself French manicures had become a way of life now.

Camille steadied herself on the edge of the bed, thinking about her plans for the day. Her father would probably call and wish her a happy birthday in one breath, ask for some money in the next. He still believed that Camille had some kind of money stashed from her brief but profitable R&B run a decade earlier.

“I know you didn’t go through all that money that fast, baby girl,” he had practically begged at Christmastime. “All I’m askin’ for is a couple thousand dollars to put a new engine in my car. Dang! Hate to see what happens if I need a kidney!”

A couple of thousand dollars would have been like ten dollars when Camille was riding high. But now, in the real working-class American world, a few thousand dollars might as well have been ten million dollars, because, either way, she didn’t have it.

Three months had passed since that depressing Christmas conversation. Camille had made attempts to contact her father, but he hadn’t been too receptive. Probably just as well, though, because she was within an inch of calling it quits with Bobby Junior, as everyone called him. Fathers were irreplaceable, Camille knew. But what good was a father who constantly reminded her of her biggest failure?

Heavy footsteps overhead caused the white, frosted ceiling lightbulb cover to clank. Camille pictured the woman upstairs plodding across the floor, her chunky frame swaying with each flat-footed step. The old Camille would have sworn at the fat woman, said, “It’s about time she turned off that alarm, with her fat [so-and-so] self.” The new Camille experienced stuffing an extra thirty pounds into her Spanx daily. She literally had no room to resent big girls, because, right about now, Camille might make a good Lane Bryant model.

She stood and opened the center section of the eighties-style French closet doors. Her closet offered varieties of only black and gray. Shades for the self-conscious.

She pulled a knit dress from the closet and grabbed undergarments from her drawer on the way to the bathroom, sidestepping the areas where carpet had worn thin enough to expose the staples.

The bathroom mirror added insult to injury. The under-eye circles could be softened with concealer, discolorations with bootleg MAC foundation. Those off-white teeth, however, required a professional. If she could afford dental insurance, she might even be able to replace the “temporary” crown she’d been wearing so long she’d probably need a porcelain veneer at this point.

After plopping her clothes onto the toilet seat, Camille further surveyed herself at thirty. Nothing was the way it used to be. The whites of her eyes, once bright and shiny, had lost their glimmer, thanks to crooning in smoke-filled nightclubs trying to get rediscovered. Patches of dry skin lightened some areas on her otherwise caramel brown complexion. Her lips, which had actually been mentioned once in People magazine for their “perkiness,” seemed to have taken a permanent downturn at the corners. They reminded Camille of her deceased mother’s lips. Momma was always concerned. Worried.

Maybe if Camille worried more, she would get more done with her life. But as it stood, she wasn’t concerned enough to worry. Wouldn’t make much difference anyway.

 



Once out of the shower, Camille made a half-hearted effort to make herself presentable for work. Somehow, men didn’t quite view Camille as the washed-up ex-beauty she knew she was. A trip to the corner gas station brought a misguided suitor toward Camille’s ten-year-old Lexus coupe. Try as she might to dissuade him by avoiding eye contact and pretending to dial numbers on her phone, the tall, thin brother approached her nonetheless.

He took the liberty of resting a closed fist on the trunk. Way too close for a first encounter. Camille might have made a run for the store if he hadn’t been wearing obnoxiously loud cologne and cheap transition glasses that barely reacted to the early-morning sunlight. Sure signs of a harmless wannabe player.

“Your man ought to be out here pumping gas for you,” he remarked, his silver grill exposing the fact that he, too, resisted the thirtysomething years racking up on his life calendar.

Camille knew her response was supposed to be either, “I don’t have a man,” or something to the effect that her man was sorry, which would, of course, give this amateur an opportunity to step in for an unhappy-chick rescue mission. Instead, Camille replied, “He’s out of the country handling business.”

Undaunted, this smooth operator examined the pump panel. “He must not be handling it too good, got you putting cheap gas in this luxury car. Gonna mess up your engine, you know that?”

Camille dared not reveal her special remedy for saving on gas: alternate regular with premium. She looked the stranger dead in the eyes. Were it not for Miss Norris’s super-scary Sunday school warning that we should always be nice to strangers because they might be angels in disguise, Camille might have flat told this guy to leave her alone. Really, why waste his time when Mrs. Loud Cologne might be down the row at pump number seven?

Camille chose a condescending rebuttal. “Well. People handle things well, not good.”

“Whichever one it is, sweetheart, he ain’t doin’ it.” He raised an eyebrow. Stood silent. Then his facial muscles jumped an inch. “Wait a minute. I know you.”

Thump-thump in Camille’s chest as the attitude slipped away.

“You were the lead singer with that group!” He snapped his fingers. “Aw, man, I can’t think of the name.”

“Sweet Treats,” she helped him out, nodding all the while.

“Yeah!” He hollered and covered his mouth as though he’d just witnessed a monster slam dunk in a basketball game. “Man, that CD was the jam back in the day. And you still lookin’ good.”

Suffocating a smile, Camille thanked him for the compliments. “Meet me, baby, meet me in the hot tub.” He crossed his arms across his chest in slow-dance grinding formation as he sang the familiar lyrics from Sweet Treats’s debut compilation. “Girl, I think I lost my virginity to that song. Everybody did!”

Camille seized the opportunity. “You want an autographed CD?”

“Yeah.”

Camille pushed the trunk icon on her key fob. The trunk popped up. She ripped open one of three identical boxes and pried a CD out of its row. She slammed the trunk closed, then fumbled through her purse for a pen.

“What’s your name?” She had to get personal before springing the price on him.

“Gary.”

“Gary, that’ll be twelve dollars.”

“Whoa! Twelve dollars?”

Camille smarted off, “Retail was thirteen ninety-nine.”

“Yeah, back in nineteen ninety-nine,” he matched her wits.

Camille rolled her eyes. “Music never gets old. Plus, this will be autographed to you, Gary.”

He pursed his lips. “Eight.”

“Eleven.”

He countered, “Nine.”

“With tax, ten.”

Gary reached into his back pocket, pulled the bill from his wallet. “This economy ain’t takin’ no prisoners, I see.”

Camille signed quickly, before Gary could change his mind. They exchanged, CD for cash, just as the hands-free gas pump latch snapped, signaling a full tank.

“Shoot!” Camille stomped. Fooling around with Gary, she’d accidentally filled up the car.

“You okay?” Gary asked.

“Fine. Hope you enjoy the CD.”

“Straight. Good to meet you. You think we can, you know, get together some time?”

Camille had almost forgotten Gary’s original intent. Back to the game. “My man wouldn’t appreciate me cheating on him.”

“Looks to me like your man doesn’t appreciate you period. But I don’t want to break up a happy home. Unless ...”

“No, Gary, I’m fine.”

“Suit yourself.”

Gary went his way as Camille trudged into the store to surrender the ten dollars she’d just hustled out of Gary, plus nine more that she had hoped to use for lunch money the next couple of days. She’d have to brown-bag it now that she’d unintentionally flushed all her cash down the gas tank.

Come on, Friday.




CHAPTER 2

Camille clocked in, digitally, seven minutes past her official start time. She calculated she’d already been late by a total of nineteen minutes. Her boss, Sheryl Finkowich, had threatened to start docking them if they were more than half an hour late in any one week. Though her warning was probably meant to encourage timeliness, Camille took it as a license to rack up exactly twenty-nine unaccounted-for minutes between Monday and Friday. She had two more days before the game started again.

Worse than her boss’s threat, however, were the watchful eyes of coworkers who would throw one another under the bus for a nickel more per hour base pay. Camille had ratted out her fair share of employees, but not for a nickel. A quarter, maybe, but not a nickel.

The maze of cubicles provided some margin of ambiguity about what time everyone came in to work. Only the electronic record could tell the whole truth. Camille tucked her purse behind her elbow as she breezed past desks, only offering, “Hey, Bob,” and, “Hi, Rene,” because “good morning” would give her away.

She made it to her space without much eye contact or being spotted by Sheryl. Camille pressed the power button on her computer, threw her purse into the second drawer of her file cabinet. The start of yet another meaningless day at Aquapoint Systems. Really, does the world need another water-filtration company? Why were these losers so cheap they couldn’t just fill the office refrigerator with bottled water? No one likes to use stupid paper-cone cups. And beside all that, Camille had read a statistic somewhere saying the only water most people drank in a day’s time was what was left over after they brushed their teeth.

Of course, Camille never shared these sentiments with her potential clients. “Yes, Aquapoint Systems provides a less expensive, earth-friendly alternative to bottled water for your employees,” she spouted off the sales pitch while responding to birthday posts on her Facebook page in a separate window.

No matter the caller’s response, Camille was determined to set an appointment for a field representative to demonstrate the superior quality of Aquapoint System’s product. Newer businesses, especially, liked to give the underdog a chance. “We’re a small business just like yours, and we would really appreciate the opportunity to grow right along with you.” That line was Camille’s secret weapon.

By noon, Camille had managed to set up seven appointments with office managers. Not bad, considering she’d made only about a hundred calls. Any telemarketer would be proud of a 7 percent closing rate. Plus, she’d earn ten dollars on top of her eight-dollar-an-hour base pay if the appointments didn’t cancel.

Sheryl performed the kind of bad congratulatory routine only seen in chain restaurants, where all the workers lined up and clapped for someone who was celebrating a birthday or anniversary. “Yaaay! Everyone, Camille’s almost reached her quota for the day, and she hasn’t even gone to lunch! Let’s give her a hand!”

Halfhearted applause stumbled through the area.

“Great job, Camille.” Sheryl then slapped a puppy dog sticker on the back of Camille’s hand.

Is she serious? A sticker? “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” Sheryl chirped. “I got them at a dog show last year.”

“Mmm.” You just gave me something you got at a dog show?

Sheryl gave one last thumbs-up and walked away. Camille removed the sticker, folded it in half, and tossed it in the trash.

Stickers wouldn’t help. What she needed was some cold, hard cash, because she had only enough change in her purse to buy a candy bar for lunch. Camille wished, for once, that she was a coffee drinker. People feel entitled to coffee, and everywhere she’d worked in the past few years always provided free java. Maybe, one of these days, orange juice drinkers would rise up and revolt. Until then, Camille was stuck with plain old Aquapoint water.

The break room quickly filled with other brown-baggers. Some health conscious, evidenced by their multiple plastic containers filled with salads and fish. Others were dieting, eating foods that probably tasted like plastic. Janice, a woman Camille recognized from training class only three months ago, pulled up a chair at Camille’s two-seater table.

Janice couldn’t have been more than forty, but she always looked like she was in the wrong decade. Regardless of clothing or hairstyle, Janice just had that throwback 1970s, Charlie’s Angels look.

Janice opened with small talk. “Tell me your name again?”

“Camille.”

“That’s right. How’s it going for you?”

“Okay, I guess.” Camille shrugged. “You?”

Janice leaned in and whispered, “Awful. I’ve been looking for another job.”

Another one bites the dust. If enough people left or got fired, Camille might actually be in the running to become a supervisor, then all she’d have to do is push paperwork. Still, she needed to appear sympathetic. Janice might be trying to feel Camille out so she could rat her out. “Why? I mean, the pay isn’t too bad.”

Janice countered with a hint of sincerity, “It is if you don’t make any appointments.”

Camille had to nod in agreement. “Have you talked to your supervisor?”

“Patrick?”

“Never mind.”

Even people who didn’t work for Patrick knew he wasn’t the helpful type.

No sense in leading Janice on. Maybe she just didn’t have what it took. She sure didn’t have Camille’s killer closing line, and Camille wasn’t about to give it up. “Good luck in finding something else.”

Janice unfolded the foil paper covering her bologna and cheese sandwich. She took a slow, contemplative bite, then asked with a bit too much food in her mouth, “Don’t you ever want to, like, do something that really matters with your life? Something really big and great?”

A laugh escaped Camille’s grasp. “I did do something really amazing, back in the day.”

Janice’s eyes widened. “Really? What?”

What could it hurt to tell Janice? “I used to sing with a girl group. We sold millions of CDs, toured the world. Limos, fancy hotels, all that.”

“Oh my gosh!” Janice took another bite, her eyes begging for Camille to go on.

“I mean, that was it. We did it.” Camille shrugged, balling up her candy wrapper.

“What do you mean, that was it? What happened?”

Sore territory. “We broke up.”

“Why?”

Camille pursed her lips. She’d asked herself that question countless times. Why did Sweet Treats break up? The answer depended upon which Sweet Treat responded. Since there was no one to refute Camille’s version, she replied to Janice, “Jealousy. I was the lead singer, everyone was after me. You know how that kind of thing goes.”

“So, you all were like Destiny’s Child?”

I had to give it to Janice. Maybe she was in this century after all. “You know your R and B groups, huh?”

Janice smiled. “I watch a little MTV now and then.”

“Well,” Camille continued, “we were better than Destiny’s Child. We sang better, we looked better, we had better music. The only difference between me and Beyoncé was that her dad watched out for her and made sure his daughter was always in the spotlight. If I’d had a dad like hers, I sure wouldn’t be working here right now.”

“Wow.” Janice beamed in amazement. “You could have really been somebody.”

Camille smacked. “Yepper.”

“I mean, you are somebody. Everybody’s somebody in their own way. You know what I mean?” Janice tried to backtrack.

“I know what you mean.” Camille sighed. “But you’re right. I could have been, like, a real somebody.”

“I always wanted to be a teacher,” Janice confided.

For the rest of the lunch break, Camille pretended to listen to Janice’s secret career aspirations that would probably never come to pass, because, according to Janice, she was too far in debt to consider paying for college. Plus there was some nonsense about a boat that she and her husband had purchased with three other couples.

Camille nodded dutifully, asking trite questions whenever appropriate, but Janice’s problems were regular-people problems—issues Camille wouldn’t have had to deal with if Sweet Treats was still together like Destiny’s Child. Okay, maybe Destiny’s Child wasn’t really together together anymore, but at least they weren’t working alongside the general public, eating candy bars for lunch under the buzz of a bad tubular lightbulb.

No, those girls still had a lot going for them. It wasn’t fair. Why did they get to keep making music when Sweet Treats, Brownstone, En Vogue, and SWV were out of business? Especially when Tom Joyner himself had said that Sweet Treats was the “best total package.” And he wasn’t the only one to point out Sweet Treats’s potential. So why weren’t they still on top?

Camille stewed over these nonstop questions all afternoon in her work space. All the shoulda, woulda, couldas replayed themselves in a matrix of never-ending possibilities, none of which resulted in Camille working as a telemarketer for Aquapoint Systems.

Bobby Junior finally busted through Camille’s flashback by calling her cell phone.

“Hey, Daddy.”

“Happy birthday, Camillie. This is the big one. Thirty. You grown now,” he teased.

“Thank you. You got a present for me?”

Of course, Camille already knew the answer before he responded. “Naw, your daddy’s got some bills to pay. I was hoping maybe you could send me some money.”

“But it’s my birthday.” Camille laughed to mask her disappointment.

“The way I see it, you wouldn’t have a birthday if it wasn’t for me.”

For all his drinking, Bobby Junior was still fast with his sharp replies. “So, you gonna let your old man hold twenty dollars?”

“I would if I could, but I can’t so I ain’t,” she threw one of Bobby Junior’s favorite excuses back at him.

“You still driving that Lexus, right?”

“Yeah,” Camille affirmed, wondering where her father was headed with this line of inquiry.

“Ain’t nobody who’s driving a Lexus broke.”

“My car is ten years old. Almost two hundred thousand miles on it,” Camille spelled it out for him.

“All I know is, I ain’t never had leather interior in none of my cars,” her father reiterated. “You gonna help your daddy out or what?”

“I can’t. You and I are in the same boat right now.”

“Aw.” He tsked. “Don’t give me that. You forget you’re talking to somebody who knows the music business inside out. I know Lenny’s still got royalties coming in.” Bobby Junior never failed to reference his one musical connection—Lenny Williams—who allowed Bobby Junior to sing backup on one song. Depending on how far Bobby Junior took the story, Lenny was also a distant cousin.

“Lenny’s still getting checks because people are still playing ‘I Love You’ and using it in new ways,” Camille reasoned. “If somebody wants to use one of our songs for a commercial or a movie, I’ll get a cut, too. But until then, I’m a regular person living from paycheck to paycheck just like you, Dad.”

Actually, in Bobby Junior’s case, it was more like woman to woman. Since her mother died, leaving Bobby Junior a widow, he hadn’t been able to hold a relationship or a job steady. Lucky for him, there was never a shortage of foolish ladies who would take her father in, feed him, and make sure he had a decent pair of shoes in exchange for his good looks and company. The woman would usually buy him a cell phone, too, so she could keep up with him. But the relationship wouldn’t last long. Sooner or later, Bobby Junior would get busted fooling around with his next victim. Then he’d move in with her, get a new phone number. Beg Camille for money until he built up enough trust with the new beau to get the ATM code.

“Humph,” he chided. “Well, happy birthday anyway. You talked to your brother?”

“Nope.”

“Don’t make no sense, brother and sister grew up in the same house with the same momma and daddy don’t even talk to each other no more.”

“I don’t have a problem with Courtney. He has a problem with me.” Camille said the same thing every time Bobby Junior broached the subject.

“Just don’t make no sense. Look like to me you ought to want to hold on to whatever family you got left, ’specially after what happened with your momma. But y’all grown. I can’t make y’all play with each other.”

“All right, well, I’ve got to get back to work.” Camille pressed the red “end call” button before her father could launch a campaign for ten dollars ... five dollars ... something he could pawn.

She threw the phone back into her purse and put her headset back in place for the last fifty calls of the day. Glad for the sales script, Camille plodded through the afternoon with her mind only half engaged in work. The other half was in LA. London. On stage with a microphone taped to her body. Four women standing six feet behind her.

Or should she go solo? That way she wouldn’t have to split the money. If the group’s second manager, Aaron, hadn’t convinced the record label to keep Kyra in the group despite her blatant drug problems, Camille might still have some funds left in the bank. Dividing by three instead of four makes a huge difference when millions of dollars are on the line.

When Camille really thought about it, she could almost strangle Aaron now for saving Kyra’s butt. All Kyra ever did was moan on most of the songs anyway. Granted, it was a sexy moan—one that she’d probably practiced many a night in Aaron’s hotel room. Yeah, there was a reason he wanted to keep that butt around.

And Kyra was ... slow. Not slow like she was born with a medical problem. Slow like she’d been smoking weed since the seventh grade. She just could not process information well, let alone read people.

Camille paused the dialer and maximized the Facebook window on her screen. She searched for Kyra Copeland and scrolled down until she found the familiar face. Jealousy pinged through Camille’s chest as she explored Kyra’s open photo albums. She was obviously married, living in Phoenix with three boys in a two-story brick home with a pool. A pool! Dozens of mobile-uploaded pictures documented family gatherings and vacations. But that pool took the cake.

Not to mention the fact that Kyra looked like she hadn’t gained an ounce. In fact, she looked better than back in the day. Kyra always had that handsome beauty. She was probably one of those girls who was the spitting image of her father, which, at a young age, was a huge problem, but as she grew older and filled out (and shaved the moustache), her features actually came together well. Yep, that was Kyra.

She seemed happy. But who can really tell by Facebook? Camille checked Kyra’s info page and nearly busted out laughing. Kyra was a photographer? Seriously! Who would entrust Miss Moan-a-thon to capture precious memories on film? Camille copied and pasted Kyra’s alleged Web site address into the browser. A barrage of bridal photos and graduation shots paraded across the page. And they looked like someone who might know what they were doing staged and edited the shots.

How could this be? Kyra Copeland is better off than me? “I don’t think so,” Camille whispered to herself as she closed the extra window on her screen. No way was she going to let Kyra, of all people, have the upper hand. Tonya, Camille could understand. Her parents had money. Even Alexis might be understandable because she went back to college and finished her degree. But not Kyra. If that man-looking Kyra was making it in this world, living in a nice house, going on cruises, Camille didn’t have an excuse.

She slammed her headset on the desk. Took a look around her stupid, gray cubicle. Useless waste of the earth’s resources. She could still hear coworkers talking, still see through the cracks and smell when someone burned popcorn in the microwave. The only thing those partitions actually did for her was cover up tardiness.

But what did it matter if she was late? Who cares? As long as she came in and made her ten leads for the day to keep the manager away, what time she got there should be irrelevant. This whole job was stupid anyway.

Worse than this depressing train of thought was the fact that she actually needed this job to pay rent in an apartment she was too ashamed to have anyone visit. Maybe she shouldn’t have been ashamed of her place. I mean, at least she did have a roof over her head. Running water. Air-conditioning.

Her mother taught her to be grateful. Yet, Camille always figured the “grateful” thing was something you did on the way up. Like, if you had nothing and then, all of a sudden, you got rich, you were supposed to thank God for taking you from bad to good. She had a hard time showing gratitude after being robbed of the queen-of-pop-sopranos crown. Well, maybe that was taking it a little too far—like the time Whitney Houston said Bobby Brown was the king of R&B when, really, he wasn’t even on the radar.

Camille still remembered the day Sweet Treats’s last manager, Priscilla Longoria, called and gave her the news that Sweet Treats’s song had beat out Kelly Price, Dru Hill, and Toni Braxton for the number-one slot on the R&B charts. It was, to date, the best day of Camille’s life.

If she didn’t get something going, the best part of her life would always be in the past. What better day to start than her thirtieth birthday?




CHAPTER 3

This was probably a bad idea. Her hands shook as she waited for Kyra to answer the phone, if this was the real Kyra Copeland. Six degrees of separation had been reduced to three, thanks to a mutual Facebook friend. The whole thing was one big quirky coincidence. A coincidence that might change her life forever.

“Hello.”

“Hi, Kyra. It’s Camille.”

“Camille? How do we know each other?”

“Camille Robertson?”

“From Sweet Treats?”

Camille tried the we-go-way-back approach. “Yeah, girl, it’s me. How you been?”

“Fine. How’d you get my number?” Kyra’s cautionary pitch caught Camille by surprise.

“We have a mutual friend named ...” Camille reviewed the screen. She didn’t realize she would have to reveal her source so soon. “Yolanda Wesley.”

“Oh.” Kyra’s voice fell. “She’s one of my husband’s cousins. She’s an author, always trying to build her fan base.”

“I ain’t mad at her,” Camille drawled.

“Well, I certainly am. What do you need or want or whatever?” she gushed with a sigh.

Apparently, Kyra had gained a few points in the thinking category. Camille couldn’t remember ever hearing Kyra string that many words together so fast without at least three takes in the studio. Camille would have to up her game.

“I was just sitting here reminiscing. Thinking about what a good thing we had going in the nineties. And yesterday, I was reading something in a magazine about Xscape, and you know we were way better than them. So—”

“Are you trying to put Sweet Treats back together again?”

Might as well cut to the chase. “Yes. That’s exactly what I’m trying to do.”

“Count me out.”

Camille gasped. “Why? Kyra, you were like ... the voice of... sexiness in our group.”

“Please. You sang so loud and took over every song in concert. The audiences thought me and Tonya and Alexis were backup when we performed.”

“It’s not my fault that Priscilla put me front and center.”

“No, but it is your fault we broke up.”

Camille challenged, “How can you say that?”

“Because you made the decision to betray your brother and Tonya.”

“Betray is a very strong word, Kyra. Besides, Darrion was a free agent.”

“Oh my God, you’re still in denial,” Kyra accused. “Everybody knew Tonya had a thing for Darrion. He was pretty much her man.”

Hearing Kyra voice Darrion’s name suddenly jogged Camille’s memory. She’d almost forgotten about all those piddly details. Or maybe she’d blocked them out. Kyra hadn’t purged her files.

“That was a long time ago, Kyra. We’ve all grown and matured. I was hoping we could get past our differences and make a run for it again,” Camille said calmly, deeply, the way she imagined Maya Angelou spoke. Who could deny a seasoned black woman’s wisdom?

“You’re right,” Kyra agreed. “We should all be more mature now than we were then. Let the past stay there. Move on with your life, Camille. Sweet Treats is over.”

I’m losing her! “It doesn’t have to be, Kyra. We can do it again. Look at Tony! Toni! Toné! They’re still together. I just saw them on BET the other night.”

“I’m sure they still actually like each other because they’ve never messed one another over,” Kyra summed. “Let Sweet Treats go, Camille; the rest of us have.”

Camille sucked in her breath. “You all keep in touch?”

“Yes. Alexis and Tonya are still close. I talk to them from time to time. Alexis is teaching in St. Louis. Tonya’s back home in Houston, but she travels all over the country singing backup for Liza Sticcoli. We’re all happy, busy doing things we enjoy.”

Resentment flattened the smile Camille had been holding in place to enhance her pitch. So much for closing this deal. “Okay. Don’t say I didn’t ask you, Kyra.”

“No sleep lost here. More power to you, but don’t call me anymore.”

Camille held on to the phone for a second, hoping Kyra would say, “Psyche!” She used to pull that lame attempt at sarcasm so often, Camille had a pink and black T-shirt made for Kyra with the word applied across the chest.

No joke this time, though. T-Mobile brought the conversation to an official end with a soft beep in Camille’s ear. She couldn’t allow herself to process Kyra’s less than desirable response. The rejection rolled off Camille’s back like water on a duck. If there was one good thing she’d learned as a telemarketer, it was how to get over people’s negative reactions.

On to the next one. “Hi, Alexis. It’s me. Camille. From Sweet Treats.”

“Hey, Camille,” Alexis nearly sang. “How are you?” Alexis’s uniquely raspy speech always sounded like she needed to cough a few times. At their first rehearsal, Camille had been shocked by the strong alto hiding under the wobbly speaking voice.

So far so good. “Great! How are you?”

“I’m fine. So good to hear from you. What have you been up to?”

“Girl, just working, tryin’ to make it. You?”

“I’m good. Wow! I haven’t heard from you in ages. Wait ’til I tell Tonya I talked to you!”

Camille ventured, “How is Tonya?”

“She’s great,” Alexis caroled. “She just bought a house in Cedar Hill out by some kind of lake.”

“Tonya lives near Dallas?”

“Yeah,” Alexis crooned. “I thought you knew.”

“It’s a small world.”

“So, what’s up?” Alexis asked. “How’s your dad?”

“He’s fine.”

“Your brother?”

“He’s fine, too,” Camille guessed.

Then she took a deep breath, her pulse racing. “Okay. Brace yourself. I was thinking—”

“Wait a second,” Alexis interrupted. “Ooh, that’s Kyra on the other line. Lord, I wonder if lightning is about to strike. Hold on just—”

“No, Alexis let me explain—”

“Just let me tell her that I’ll call her back.”

Alexis forced Camille to hold, and the longer Alexis stayed on the other line, the more anxious Camille became. This new, improved Kyra was also quick on the draw.

Finally, Alexis returned. “So, you want to get Sweet Treats back together?”

Darn that Kyra. “Yes.”

“No can do, my sister.”

“Come on, Alexis. Don’t let Kyra make this decision for you. Give me one good reason why you can’t do this with me.”

Alexis replied, “I can give you three. First of all, I’m a teacher. I work at least sixty hours a week as it stands.”

“If we get back with the right producers, you won’t have to teach anymore,” Camille countered. “Plus, I know teachers don’t make any money. You’re probably just as broke as me, and I don’t even have a college degree.”

“I don’t know about the money part, but you’re missing my point. I love teaching, and I’m dedicated to my students. I don’t want to change my career, thank you very much.”

“Must be nice to actually like what you do,” Camille pouted. “But, hey, I know you’ve got the summers off, Alexis.”

“Summers off? Please. School gets out the first week of June, I have staff development for, like, three weeks, and then we’re back in mid-August. I’m lucky to have July off, which is not nearly enough time to pull a band together and pop up in the studio. Do you know how much we’d have to practice to pull this together? I’m nowhere near you and Tonya.”

Camille interjected, “Ever heard of Southwest Airlines?”

“And the last thing is, my parents aren’t in the best of health. I can’t go anywhere until they get stable or whatever ... well, you know,” her voice tapered.

“I’m sorry, Alexis. I didn’t know. I wouldn’t have bothered your parents for your number if I’d known.”

“It’s okay. They can talk. They’re just getting older. We have to watch Daddy’s diabetes,” she explained. “My mom used to keep an eye on him, but now she’s got her own blood-pressure issues, too. I swear, their bathroom is a pharmacy.”

Camille empathized all too well with Alexis’s concerns. “I hope you’re able to help them get things under control.”

Alexis sighed. “Girl, me and God and maybe a personal plea from Barack Obama, ’cause that’s what it’s going to take to get them to listen. They are so hardheaded sometimes. They question everything the doctors tell them.”

Camille remembered how many promises Priscilla had to make before Alexis’s parents agreed to let their only daughter tour all over the world. The Nevilses were old-school parents who’d been pleasantly surprised with a bouncing baby girl in their late thirties. Even though Alexis had been, legally speaking, old enough to make the decision about touring with Sweet Treats, she wouldn’t step on the bus without her parents’ blessing.

Alexis’s life, good and bad, clearly wasn’t conducive to singing again.

And then there were two. “Do you think Tonya would consider reuniting with me?”

“I’m gonna say, um, H-E double hockey sticks no.”

Camille laughed. “Why don’t you go ahead and say the word?”

“You know I don’t cuss. Never did.”

“Anyway. Is Tonya still mad about Darrion?”

“Girl, naw,” Alexis squawked. “She knows he was just a dog sniffing out the first one he could find to give it up.”

That would be me. “Alrighty, then. So why do you think she won’t do it?”

“’Cause she’s already got a good thing going with Liza Sticcoli.”

Camille pointed out, “Can’t be that good. I listen to music all the time and I’ve never heard of any Liza other than Liza Minnelli.”

“Liza Sticcoli is a Christian artist,” Alexis stated.

“Oh.” The realization hit Camille and she mused, “Christian?”

“Yep.”

No recourse for that one. “Well, if she’s only singing Christian backup, I’m sure she could use more money.”

“Probably so. But trust me on this one, Camille, she’s not going to sing with you. You burned a lot of bridges when you left the group, you know?”

“Fine. I’ll just have to do it solo,” Camille snapped.

“I’m not trying to be funny, but you should have marketed yourself as a solo artist in the first place,” Alexis concurred. “That’s what you really wanted to be anyway. And, for what it’s worth, I think you could have been good.”

“Thanks, Alexis. Hey”—Camille fumbled for the words—“do you think, maybe, we could keep in touch? I know this will sound crazy, but I don’t really socialize with too many females, you know? Too many divas.”

Alexis laughed. “You know you’re the queen diva, right?”

Camille had to agree. “I’m just sayin’, it’s nice to talk to someone who’s not into the jealousy thing.”

“I don’t think I follow you. I mean, what are they jealous of?”

Camille huffed. “Don’t you watch those real housewives shows?”

“Nuh-uh. I mean, every once in a while I might see an episode, but I have better things to do with my time than sit up and watch grown women argue,” Alexis said. “Work, Momma, and Daddy keep me all tied up. But I’ve got your number now and you’ve got mine. No excuses.”

“While you’re recording information, write down today’s date. It’s my birthday,” Camille sassed.

“Aaah! That’s right! March twentieth!” Alexis added a quick rendition of the happy birthday song.

Camille listened in wonder of Alexis’s low melody. Simply beautiful. What a shame they couldn’t blend vocals again.

“Thanks, girl. I haven’t had anyone sing that song to me in a while.”

“Well, text me your address so I can send you a present.”

“Awww, you don’t have to do that,” Camille purred.

“I know, but I’m thinking if you haven’t had a birthday song in a while, you sure haven’t received a gift in a while, either.”

She didn’t know the half of it. After her mother’s death, Camille’s family seemed to have disintegrated. Jerdine Robertson had been the Robertsons’ glue. Without her, no one knew how to hold the family together. So when Camille hit it big with all that fame and money, things naturally got worse. Money only magnifies relationship problems.

“I gotta go, Camille. Text me your address. And call me when you get the package.”

Strike two and three at the same time. If she couldn’t talk Alexis, who was by far the most forgiving of the Sweet Treats, into rekindling the fire, she sure wasn’t going to be able to get through to Tonya, even though she lived less than twenty miles away and was in the best position to meet.

Camille set her phone on the coffee table and focused on the nightly news. A reporter blared the misfortune of an old man who’d lost his lottery jackpot to a store clerk who stole and cashed his winning ticket. Camille had seen his story on television before, but now, after talking to Kyra, she could feel his pain. Her own future had been stolen by ... well, according to Kyra and Alexis, by Camille herself.

In their version of the split, Camille was to blame. Could she help it if the fans wanted her upstage? And how could Darrion have been Tonya’s man if he didn’t agree?

“I’m not going out like that.” Camille closed her eyes, leaned over, and laid her head on the couch’s pleather armrest. She pulled her feet under her behind and grabbed the remote control. She flipped to her favorite cable channels, courtesy of someone in the building’s box-rigging skills.

Where would she be without all the hookups available in the hood? Humph. Probably someplace better, in a position to afford the authentic versions of all the free, reduced, and slightly inferior products she haggled for just outside the iron-barred beauty-supply house.

Enough, enough, enough.

Camille jumped off the couch and fixed herself a bowl of cereal so she could think. Plan A, the reunion scheme, hadn’t worked. She needed another idea. Well, actually, Alexis had already given it to her. A solo career. Yes, she was dirt old as far as the industry went, but every once in a while, a miracle happened for an older singer. It happened for that British woman, Susan Boyle.

Somebody had to break the age ceiling in American music. Might as well be Camille.

Cap’n Crunch hit the spot, and the recreation center’s WiFi would soon light the way toward an agent. Camille grabbed her no-questions-asked laptop she’d traded for three autographed CDs and a hundred dollars cash at the barber shop. The serial number had been completely scratched off, and she could sign on to her laptop only as a guest. Truth be told, she didn’t tap into too many systems because she wondered if, someday, the computer might get traced through an Internet connection and she’d have to surrender it to authorities for prosecution purposes.

The Medgar Evers center, however, was probably a safe place for tapping in. Dallas police officers had far better things to do than chase down hot laptops. She hoped.

Camille claimed an empty table near an outlet and logged on. She googled B-list artists’ names along with the word “agent.” She guessed most industry professionals who were already working with famous clients didn’t need her. They weren’t desperate for real talent. They’d already discovered their cash cows. The B-listers, however, were still hungry. They were wheelin’ and dealin’, hustlin’ to be noticed, bringing fresh artists to producers and label executives. These people were probably ripe for the picking.

Next, she googled the agents’ names and started a list of phone numbers, e-mail addresses, and physical addresses for possible leads. She managed to collect fifteen names of potential agents before the most rude bunch of teenagers ever, two boys and two barely dressed girls, plopped themselves down at the next table and started rapping, complete with table drums and a low whine from one of the girls.

“I know you think you got swag, you think you got game, but I just rolled through your hood, nobody know your name. They said who that is? He live on our street? He must be a hermit ’cause he and I never meet.”

Camille gave them a bit of leeway for at least knowing the meaning of the term “hermit.” But when the next boy spouted off his vulgar lyrics, Camille had to speak up. They owed her a little respect, seeing as she was thirty and all. “Excuse me, could you all hold it down just a little bit? I’m having a hard time concentrating.”

“Aw, miss,” one of the girls pleaded, “they already made us move from over there by the computers. Seems like people don’t want us anywhere. We just singing.” Her innocent appeal was echoed by the group.

Camille smiled. “Sweetheart, what’s your name?”

“Diamond.”

“Diamond, I can assure you that what you all were singing was not music.”

“Oh, snap,” one of boys said while clapping his hands. “Old-school went off on you.”

Before anyone could get seriously offended, Camille continued, “This stuff you call music today is nothing compared to what music used to be. I know. I used to sing with a group called Sweet Treats.”

“Sweet Treats? What was that—a group of suckers?” the other girl asked. She was the smaller of the two but obviously had the bigger attitude and much bigger braids swooping across her forehead.

Undaunted, the diva raised an eyebrow. “Come here. I’ll show you exactly what Sweet Treats was all about.”

The teens gathered over Camille’s shoulder as she googled images of her former fame. She clicked to maximize the picture of Sweet Treats sitting next to Destiny’s Child at the American Music Awards. “See, right there. That’s me.”

“Ooh! You was sitting right next to Beyoncé!” Diamond yelled in utter amazement.

“Correction. Beyoncé was sitting right next to me,” Camille bragged.

“Okay, sing something,” a boy challenged.

Instantly, Camille sang her favorite line from the ballad Teddy Riley wrote specifically for their group. “If I leave tonight, you don’t have to change the locks on the door. You won’t see me anymore.”

All doubts about Camille’s authority as a singer disappeared as three out of four gave her props. “Dang! You can sang!”

“Can you do it again so I can put it on my cell phone?”

“I want to take a picture with you.”

The last, of course, accosted Camille with another stinging question. “Okay, so if you was all sitting next to Destiny’s Child and Mariah Carey, how come you ain’t in Hollywood or somewhere right now with the rest of the rich people?”

Camille had to submit. “You know what? I’ve been asking myself that same question. That’s why I’m here tonight. Tryin’ to get back in the game.”

“Well, you can sing,” the girl finally admitted, “but don’t be actin’ like you better than everybody else. That’s all I’m sayin’.

“Come on, y’all, let’s go.”

Diamond grabbed her purse. “Good luck, miss.”




CHAPTER 4

Alexis dropped the phone into her backpack and breathed a heavy sigh. “Thank You, Lord.” Hearing from Camille after all these years brought both relief and a burden. Not like she didn’t have enough stones around her neck already, but—like her parents—Alexis bore them with thanks. This was her season’s assignment, and she would gladly endure.

“Who were you singing to, baby?” Momma asked from the couch.

Daddy, who had reclined dangerously beyond the chair’s intended range, answered for his daughter. “Ain’t none of your business, now, Mattie. ’Lexis got a life of her own.”

Momma piped up, “I can ask my daughter whatsoever question I want to ask her!”

“I was talking to Camille, from our old singing group,” Alexis ended the argument.

“Oh, yeah,” Daddy recalled, “Camille called here earlier today looking for you. I gave her the number to your car phone.”

“Car phone,” Momma mumbled. “Cell phone is what they callin’ it now. And mighty fine of you to tell her now. Maybe she didn’t want Camille to have her number, you ever thought about that? Act like you the telephone operator or something.”

Time for another intervention. “It’s okay, Momma. I don’t mind Camille having my number.”

“See there?” from Daddy.

“What else can she say, Willie? Damage already done now.”

Though Momma was never one to let anyone else get the last word in, she wasn’t usually so vicious. Alexis hoped that her mother’s doctor would soon be able to determine the optimal dosage of blood-pressure medicine, because if not, her parents would have to move to separate corners of the house.

“I never did like that Camille girl,” Momma continued with her tirade. “She always tried to steal the show from the rest of the group.”

This, of course, was the latest of Mattie’s pharmaceutically induced confessions. Not that she was wrong, just that she usually had enough wisdom to keep her mouth shut and pray about such negative observations unless sharing them was absolutely necessary. Rather than listen to her mother rattle off everything she disliked about Camille and the next five people who might come to mind, Alexis stood from the kitchen stool and grabbed her keys from the counter. “I’m out. See you two tomorrow.”

She crossed the living room threshold and kissed both parents on their cheeks. The house hadn’t changed much in her lifetime except for this converted garage where her parents spent sixteen hours a day eating, watching television, and debating politics. Two lounge chairs, a forty-inch screen, a lamp for each one, and a nightstand between the recliners.

Dutifully, Alexis closed the blinds so that, once the sun sank, passersby wouldn’t have a view into the house. She’d asked her older brother to buy solar screens for their parents, but he didn’t have the money. Sometimes, Alexis had to remind herself that Thomas was fifty-one, statistically approaching the last quarter of his life with little in retirement, thanks to a failing economy and a son whose drug addiction ate up any and all liquid assets. If Thomas Junior (T. J.) wasn’t robbing his parents, Thomas Senior and his wife were still spending funds on lawyers, rehabilitation clinics, T. J.’s restitution, and finally helping raise T. J.’s plenteous offspring.

Alexis had tried to tell Thomas to let T. J. go down his own road—wherever that might lead. But Thomas’s heart was too big. She laid off, knowing that if it had been her own child, she probably wouldn’t have done anything different. Though her parents fussed and fought more often than not, they were fiercely loyal to family and friends.

As she let herself out the front door, Alexis could hear her parents arguing about which one of them had driven her to leave. All she could do was shake her head. Momma and Daddy were made for each other, really.

Once in her car, Alexis waited for the Bluetooth signal to appear on her dashboard, then she commanded the system. “Call Tonya.”

Three rings later, her best friend answered. “Hey.”

“You’ll never guess who I just talked to,” Alexis gushed.

“No time for guessing, girl. Who?”

Alexis announced, “Camille Elizabeth Robertson,” in graduation-commencement style.

“Serious?” Tonya quipped.

“Yep.”

“What did she want?”

“Nothing, really. Well, she did want to get the group back together, but Kyra already put an end to that,” Alexis said.

“Wow,” Tonya remarked. “Did she say why?”

“No,” Alexis confided, “but sounds like she might not be doing so well. No friends, a job she hates. And apparently she’s broke. We need to pray for her.”

“I’ll add her to my prayer list,” Tonya agreed. Then she asked, “Did you tell her?”

“No. I couldn’t.”

“Mmm,” Tonya moaned with concern. “I’ve gotta go. I’ll call you later.”

“Okay. Bye.”
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