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      Vivianne DeArmond couldn't contain the nasty little smile that spread across her face as she dragged the box out from its hiding place under her bed. She felt a little like Pandora as she opened the box and ran a trembling hand over the stack of papers inside, tracing the letters with her fingertip. She wasn't trembling with fear but anticipation, because she couldn't wait for what was in the box to cause the chaos and damage that it inevitably would. She just hoped she'd have a front-row seat when the drama unfolded. After all, she certainly deserved it.

      She pulled out the plastic square that was wedged between the stack of paper and the inside of the box and looked around her room for a hiding place. Pulling open the double doors of her closet rather dramatically, Vivianne peered inside the cavernous space. She spied an old box of junk on the top shelf and grabbed it, a little too enthusiastically, and felt a twinge of pain in her lower back as she lowered the box to the floor.

      Harriet, her assistant and friend of more than fifty years, had warned her she was playing with fire and would end up burned, too. And on some level, Vivianne knew it, but just didn't care. What did she have left to lose? Her career? That had been over for years. No one cared about seeing Vivianne DeArmond in a movie anymore. All anyone wanted to see these days were bleached-blond airheads with surgically enhanced bosoms and IQs to match their shoe sizes who couldn't act their way out of a wet paper sack. If she were still acting, the only role Cliff, her ex-agent and ex-husband, would be able get her would be playing someone’s grandmother and what fun was that? Vivianne was still a very beautiful woman and felt she could easily pass for forty-five.

      But it was damned hard for a forty-five-year-old white actress to find good parts, so a sixtyish black actress, no matter how fine she still might be, who didn't want to play a granny, was basically shit out of luck. Cliff wanted her to read for the part of Glenda the Good Witch for a big-bucks remake of The Wiz. Vivianne wasn't interested. The last time Cliff had talked Vivianne into coming out of retirement and auditioning for a role it had been for the part of Dominique Deveraux on the prime-time soap opera Dynasty. Vivianne had nailed that audition. She owned that part. When the producers had decided on Diahann Carroll, she'd been devastated, especially when she'd found out that she'd never really had a shot at the role and had only been given a chance to audition as a courtesy to Cliff.

      Vivianne's acting days were over. But at the height of her career, she'd really been something. She’d had a mutual love affair with the camera that had ended in the late seventies with her small role in a low-budget horror movie. Cliff had called it a cameo. Vivianne knew it was just bit part. She'd even had to share a trailer with her stunt double. The humiliation of that experience had been enough to send her into retirement. Nevertheless, she was about to reinvent herself in a move that would serve two purposes: a much-needed career change and sweet revenge. She'd make her big announcement when she received her award at the Starburst Film Festival. She couldn't wait.

      Vivianne rummaged through the box until she found an object that offered the perfect hiding place. She slid the plastic square inside, returned the object to the box, and slid the box to the back of her closet. Pleased with herself, she pulled the necklace of rectangular squares from inside her dress and squeezed it so hard the rectangles' edges almost cut her palm. Harriet didn't have a thing to worry about, Vivianne thought. Because Vivianne had all the insurance she needed to shield herself when the shit hit the fan.
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      "Baby. Hey, baby," said the guy in the acid-green track suit and gold chains who was desperately trying to get my sister Allegra's attention. Allegra and I were having lunch at Estelle's, our uncle Alex's restaurant that I hostess at part-time. Actually, it would be more accurate to say we were trying to have lunch.

      Ever since we'd arrived, not a minute had gone by without someone approaching our table to talk to Allegra or get her autograph. Many people stopped by just to bask in the glow of my sister, and up until now, she'd been loving every minute of it. Now don't get me wrong, I'm not jealous of my beautiful baby sister. Really, I'm not. Well, maybe just a little. But these folks were interrupting my mealtime, and that is just not cool.

      Allegra frowned and rolled her eyes before turning to reply to the persistent man who'd been trying to get her attention for the past five minutes. He didn't seem at all fazed by the fact that she'd been totally ignoring him.

      "Yes, can I help you?" she asked, flashing him a low-watt smile and flipping a piece of her long honey-highlighted hair over her shoulder.

      "Yeah," he said, grinning with a mouthful of yellowish, crooked teeth. I cringed as he came over to our table. Up close I could see that his face was a mass of razor bumps and my own face hurt just looking at him.

      "Ain't you that Freaky Deaky chick? The one from that music video?" Allegra's smile froze on her face at the mention of her first acting gig and the unwanted nickname that had resulted from it. I had to quickly turn away before she caught the big grin that had suddenly popped up on my own face.

      Eight years ago, right after she graduated from high school, Allegra had hopped a bus to L.A. to pursue her dream of becoming an actress, a singer, or a model. She wasn't real picky. In fact, whatever would allow her to do what she does best, which is being the center of attention, was fine by her. Almost immediately upon arriving in town, Allegra landed the starring role in a singer named Antoine's first music video. The song was called "Freaky Deaky." It was an annoying little ditty set to the music of "Old MacDonald," and even included the e-i-e-i-o's. Amazingly, it became an instant hit and even spawned a dance craze.

      The Freaky Deaky dance was a combination of the Hustle and the Twist, with some Funky Chicken thrown in for good measure. For about four months, dance floors in clubs all across the country were filled with foolish-looking people who were frantically spinning and clapping, twisting and flapping like their underwear had caught on fire.

      Not only was the dance ridiculous looking, it could be hazardous to those unfortunate enough to be dancing near the uncoordinated or directionally challenged. Antoine, a rather homely dude with an overbite and a high-top fade, Freaky Deaked his way to the top of the charts, and my sister, with whom he conveniently fell in love with and made one of his backup singers, was his Freaky Deaky queen.

      But as with all good things, and even the not so good ones, it didn't last long. Antoine's next single, "Googley Woogley," tanked, and he and Allegra's fifteen minutes of fame, as well as their relationship, was over. And that was just fine by my parents, who had quickly grown tired of being asked about their Freaky Deaky daughter. It was fine by Antoine, too. Seems Antoine's overbearing mama was the one who wanted him to be a star. Antoine wanted to be a dentist and willingly left the limelight for dental school.

      Allegra cleared her throat and took a sip of water before replying. "Yes, that was me. But that was a long time ago."

      "Well, that song was the jam back in the day. I just wondered if it was you, that's all. You still fine as hell. You ever get another job?"

      Unable to suppress a giggle, I coughed to try and play it off as Allegra swung around to glare at me.

      "I'm on Hollywood Vibe," she replied smugly, turning up her capped smile to its full brilliance. Antoine was her dentist now.

      "What's Hollywood Vibe? Is that some kinda drug? I bet that's some good shit. Can I get some?" asked the man. He was hanging over our table trying to look down Allegra's top. She leaned back in her chair and I grabbed my steak knife in case I had to protect my sibling.

      "Hellooo. Hollywood Vibe is an entertainment news show, thank you. You know, like Entertainment Tonight. I'm one of the correspondents."

      I couldn't believe my sister was more insulted that he didn't know about her current claim to fame than she was at the fact he was trying to get a peek at her boobs. An ample bosom is the only thing Allegra and I have in common besides DNA. Allegra is tall and slim like my mother, Uncle Alex and my late grandfather. She's undeniably the beauty in the family while I got the smart label and, depending on which way my scale is swinging, the chunky label. Allegra's admirer was looking confused.

      "Naw, I ain't hip to the Hollywood Vibe thang, girl. See, I just got out the joint last week. I just wanted to holla at you," he said, glancing nervously at me as I tapped the steak knife against my plate, no doubt reliving some unpleasant prison experience. "You stay fine, you hear," he said and then puckered up and made a loud kissing noise that sounded like a fart. We both rolled our eyes as he walked away.

      "Just got out the joint my ass," I said, tossing the knife on my now-cold steak. "The loony bin is probably more like it."

      "I get approached by all kinds of nuts, Kendra. It's just a hazard of the business," Allegra said nonchalantly, flipping another strand of hair over her shoulder. Unlike me, with my short, no-nonsense do, Allegra wore her hair long and bone-straight with those honey-blond highlights.

      "None of them are dangerous, are they?" I asked starting to feel concerned. Allegra had a way of tap dancing on my nerves, but the thought of anybody hurting her scared me to death.

      "You sound just like Mama and, no, none of them are dangerous. I'm a lowly correspondent on a second rate entertainment news show, not Halle Berry." We both laughed.

      "It won't always be that way. You're going places, Allie. This Hollywood Vibe thing is just a stepping stone." I was doing my best to be supportive, but I instantly regretted my comments.

      "That's why you've got to help me, Kendra," Allegra whispered, looking around to make sure no one was listening. The nearest people to us in the restaurant were several booths away and would have to have bionic hearing to be able to hear what we were saying.

      "Vivianne DeArmond is going to ruin my career before it even gets off the ground. That's why I need your help." Allegra dropped her chin to her chest and her long hair fell around her face like a curtain. It was a sulky little move that never failed to get her her way with the men in our family. She did it so much that it had become a reflex. Being away from home for so long she'd obviously forgotten that this ploy had never worked on me. I stared at her silently until she remembered this fact and lifted her head up, giving me a sheepish look.

      "Don't you think you're being a bit melodramatic?" I asked calmly. Allegra sighed angrily and snatched her napkin off her lap and threw in on her plate.

      "Hell, no, I'm not overreacting. I could lose my job, Kendra. I was sent here to get an interview with a has-been actress who hasn't made a movie in twenty years and is being awarded a lifetime achievement award by a two-bit film festival that nobody has ever heard of. She's acting like she's Greta Garbo with all this 'I want to be alone' crap. Her assistant won't let me anywhere near her. She should be happy anybody would want to interview her ass. Who the hell remembers Vivianne DeArmond, anyway?"

      I did. Vivianne DeArmond might not have been the greatest actress in the world, but she was one of the first black actresses to make a mark in Hollywood and was easily one of the most beautiful. She'd been born Annie Burns in Willow, and she was one of our few claims to fame. Even though she wasn't nearly as well known as Lena Horne and Dorothy Dandridge, Vivianne DeArmond had starred in numerous independent films in the fifties and sixties and was a favorite of experimental French filmmaker, Jacques St. Marchand.

      Her most famous role was in St. Marchand's 1959 cult noir classic, Asphalt City, in which she played femme fatale Pearly Monroe. Vivianne's last role had been a blink-and-you'll-miss-her part in a low-budget horror movie in the late seventies called Demon Kitty, about a spinster who discovered her beloved tabby cat was possessed by the devil. Vivianne played a voodoo priestess who tried to exorcise the demon from the cat. She's on screen for all of five minutes before she's killed when the possessed feline, who incidentally looked about as menacing as Garfield in a snit, coughed up a giant flesh-eating hairball on her. It was an extremely undignified end to an otherwise respectable career.

      "Why would Hollywood Vibe send you here to get an interview with a woman who doesn't want to be interviewed? Wouldn't they have known this before they sent you out here?" Allegra shifted nervously in her seat and wouldn't look me in the eye. "All right, Allie, out with it. What have you done?"

      "Look, when I got this gig I thought they'd just be sending me to cover movie premiers and award shows and I'd get to wear designer gowns and rub elbows with directors and producers who might be interested in casting me. Turns out they actually want me to come up with story ideas. So, in the last production meeting, they asked me what stories I was working on. I didn't know what to say," she said, giving me a pitiful look. I started to ask her how Vivianne DeArmond's name came up, but she cut me off before I got a chance.

      "Then I remembered you calling me the night before to ask me if I'd be making it home for Lynette's wedding and you mentioned the film festival and old washed-up Vivianne DeArmond getting an award. So, I told them I was from the same town as Vivianne and about her award and that I knew her and before I knew it⁠—"

      "They sent you out here to interview her only you can't get an interview because you don't know her and she doesn't want to be interviewed," I said, interrupting her.

      "How was I supposed to know the executive producer is one of her biggest fans? They plan to feature my interview in a 'Whatever Happened to...' segment.

      I've done everything I can think of to get an interview, and she won't talk to me. You'd think she'd want to help another homegirl out."

      "In a perfect world, maybe. But why do you thinks she owes you, someone she doesn't know from a hole in the wall, the time of day? You have no one to blame but yourself for this one, baby sister." She shot me a dirty look and turned to stare angrily out the window.

      "I know I screwed up," she said finally, after picking at her half-eaten salad. "But, that doesn't change that fact that I still need to get that interview. Are you going to help me or not, Kendra?"

      "And what exactly do you think I can do to help you get this interview?" Allegra perked up considerably and I felt a familiar feeling of dread creep up on me.

      "Well," she whispered, leaning in close and gesturing for me to do the same. I did so reluctantly. "I know that Rosie's Cleaning Service cleans Vivianne DeArmond's house twice a week. I was thinking we could get hold of some uniforms and go to her house when the other cleaners are there.”

      “And then what?” My tone must have been harsher than I’d intended because Allegra flinched before continuing.

      “Then you can keep Vivianne's dragon-lady assistant busy while I approach Vivianne about interviewing her for the show." Allegra sat back and rubbed her hands together and smirked, obviously pleased with herself. She reminded me of a cartoon villainess who'd just sprung a goofy master plan to conquer the world on a reluctant henchman...me. I couldn't help it. I started laughing.

      "What the hell is so funny?" she said, reverting to full neck-rolling, eye-popping, sister-girl mode. "I'm sorry, Allie. But that's the stupidest thing I've heard in a long time," I said, wiping tears of laughter from my eyes.

      "And why is that?" she asked in an icy tone that made me stop laughing immediately.

      "First off, where are we going to get a hold of some of Rosie's uniforms? Secondly, don't you think the other cleaners are going to notice we don't belong there and blow the whistle on us? Thirdly, what's going to happen when Vivianne DeArmond realizes we're in her house uninvited and calls the police? Sorry, Allie but this little plan is only going to get us both arrested and you fired."

      Believe me, it wasn't that I was above such behavior. I'd snuck into my share of places that I had absolutely no business being. But those were special circumstances involving murder and mayhem. Trespassing in the home of a reclusive actress to help my self-absorbed little sister get an interview that she'd lied to her boss about being able to get was something else entirely, especially since I'd promised my grandmother and my man to stay out of trouble.

      "Then what do you suggest I do since you're so damned smart?" she asked, glaring at me. Allegra can get quite nasty when she's not getting her way. But I was still her big sister and not about to let her intimidate me.

      "Why don't you just admit to your producer that Vivianne is being difficult and won't let you interview her?" I said, starting to feel mighty testy myself.

      "Because I already told Noelle, my segment producer, that I lined up the interview. Besides, I'm not so sure Vivianne doesn't want to be interviewed. It's that assistant of hers, Harriet Randall, that won't let me anywhere near her. If I could just get her alone."

      "Well, from what I've heard, Vivianne DeArmond is a first-class diva. Just tell your producer she changed her mind at the last minute."

      "No! Haven't you been listening? I can't do that. Noelle is due in from L.A. tomorrow morning and she called and told me how excited her boss is to see my segment. I can't blow this, Kendra. My career depends on it."

      "Then I really don't know what else to tell you, Allie." We stared at each other for a few minutes before she stood up and grabbed her purse.

      "So, that's it then? You're really not going to help me?"

      "Allie, I—" I began before she angrily threw up her hand cutting me off.

      "Oh, just forget it, Kendra. I'll get the interview my damn self. I can see now that nothing has changed."

      "Meaning what?" I had a good idea what she was going to say, but I could feel myself tensing up anyway.

      "Meaning you're still jealous of me, aren't you? You can't stand the fact that I have an exciting career and a bright future ahead of me while you're stuck in this crappy little town working two dead-end jobs and getting nowhere fast."

      I could hardly speak. How dare she talk about my life like that? I might only be a part-time English instructor with a GED program, supplementing my income hostessing at the very restaurant we were now eating in, but that didn't give her the right to trash my life. I was a teacher. I helped people get their general education diplomas. To date, her only achievement had been helping to create a goofy dance craze with a buck-toothed one-hit wonder.

      "Oh, really," I said, crossing my arms and forcing myself to laugh when I really wanted to choke Allegra 'til she turned blue. "I seem to remember that my so-called dead-end jobs allowed me to loan your broke ass money when you were about to have your phone turned off last month. And furthermore—" Before I could finish, Alex walked up next to Allegra and put a hand on her shoulder. His face looked grim, but his voice was soft as butter. Alex never raises his voice, but I could tell he was angry over the scene we were making by the way his nostrils were flaring. He looked like a pissed-off horse.

      "Ladies, what's the problem?" he asked, looking from Allegra to me and back again.

      "Sorry, Uncle Alex, I gotta go. I'm a woman on a mission," Allegra said, giving Alex a quick peck on the cheek and tossing me a dirty look before heading out the door.

      "It's so moving to see all the love flowing between my two nieces," he said sarcastically. I stuck my tongue out at him.

      

      When I arrived home a few hours later, I saw that Allegra's stuff was gone. No big surprise. She'd only been staying with me because Mama wouldn't give her a key, let her come and go as she pleased, and expected her to be in the house by the time she went to bed, which was around ten o'clock. Mama had an excellent memory when it came to the misconduct of her children and granddaughters and hadn't forgotten the time when she'd caught a sixteen-year-old Allegra dry-humping the captain of the football team on her good living-room couch.

      Allegra still hadn't shaken the "fast" label that Mama had tagged her with after that incident, which wasn't helped at all by the whole "Freaky Deaky" episode, nor had she earned back Mama's trust enough to be issued a key. So, she'd decided to stay with me. I figured she'd gone back to stay with Mama, claiming that I, her jealous, less-than-fabulous sister, was making life hard for her. But an evening of watching Lawrence Welk reruns with Mama and she'd be on my doorstep once again.

      I spent the rest of my afternoon making the final arrangements for my best friend Lynette Martin-Gaines's bridal shower later that evening. Lynette and her fiance, Greg Hull, were getting married in a week and I, being the maid of honor, was hosting her shower at the Red Dragon Chinese Restaurant's party room. I was expecting about twenty-five of Lynette's friends and family members to show up and prayed everything would go off without any major drama.

      The source of my concern was three of Lynette's bridesmaids—Georgette Combs and Celeste and Cecile Warner—whom I hadn't hit it off with when I'd met them at Lynette and Greg's engagement party. The three had tried unsuccessfully to stir up conflict in the form of a fistfight between Lynette and me. I was hoping against hope that they wouldn't be able to make it to the party, but to my extreme disappointment they were the first three to RSVP.

      I'd just stepped out of the shower and was lathering lotion on when my phone rang. It was Carl, my sweetie.

      "Hey, I just got out of the shower. Why don't you come over and put lotion on my⁠—"

      "Uh, Kendra we need to talk," he said, sounding serious. Obviously this wasn't a social call. Carl's a lawyer and his lawyer vibe was radiating through the phone.

      "Uh-oh. What's wrong?" I asked, feeling uneasy.

      "It's your sister," he said simply. Envisioning Allegra lying dead in a ditch, my fingers clutched the lotion bottle so hard that half the contents spurted out onto my leg. I felt my throat start to close up, eliciting a strangled yelp that I barely realized had come from me.

      "She's okay, Kendra," he said quickly. "I didn't mean to scare you."

      "Then what's wrong?"

      "I got a call from Allegra about an hour ago. She got picked up by the police for trespassing on Vivianne DeArmond's property."

      "What!"

      "Yeah. Apparently she was in Vivianne DeArmond's house, dressed as one of the cleaners, and was trying to interview her. Ms. DeArmond's assistant called the police."

      "Where is she now?" I said through gritted teeth. I couldn't believe she'd actually gone through with her knuckle headed plan.

      "Well, I managed to convince Ms. DeArmond not to press charges. The police gave her a strong warning to stay away from Vivianne DeArmond and released her into my custody. An officer escorted us back to Ms. DeArmond's house, so Allegra could get her rental car, and I followed her to your grandmother's."

      "Thanks, Carl. I swear I don't know what I'm going to do with her."

      "Don't be too hard on her, Kendra. I seem to remember a certain person who's trespassed herself on plenty⁠—"

      "All right, babe. I'll talk to you later," I said, hanging up before he could take me on a trip down memory lane.

      I finished getting ready for the bridal shower. As I pulled the dress I was planning to wear to the party out of the closet, my hand brushed against the hideous Smurf-blue, sequin-encrusted maid-of-honor dress with the big bow on the back that Lynette had picked for me to wear in the wedding. Usually, I shuddered every time I looked at the monstrosity. But I was too busy fuming about Allegra almost getting arrested, as well as feeling a little hurt that she'd called Carl instead of me. Then another more disturbing thought popped into my head, and I put my thumb clean through the thigh of a brand-new pair of panty hose.

      Why in the hell did Allegra have my man's phone number?
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      Lynette's shower was in full swing by eight that evening. The Red Dragon's party room was decorated with silver and white balloons, and the tables were adorned with purple silk tablecloths and beautiful floral arrangements of purple peonies and lilies. The guests had cooperated for the most part and were wearing the hats I'd picked up at the thrift store. Instead of the standard goofy paper party hats, I'd opted for vintage ones with feathers and bows. Alex had generously donated hors d'oeuvre trays from the restaurant, and Mama had made an assortment of desserts, including her famous lemon cake.

      I was pleased with the way everything had turned out. Not that I was getting much of a chance to enjoy it. I'd spent most of my time attending to every detail and making sure the guests and the bride to be were having a good time. Every once in a while I'd glance over at Georgette Combs and the twins, Celeste and Cecile Warner, who were huddled together in a far corner, to make sure they were behaving themselves. Aside from the alcohol-loving twins complaining bitterly to anyone who'd listen that, "It ain't no real party without liquor," and Georgette accidentally popping balloons with her freakishly long talon-like finger nails, they seemed to be behaving themselves.

      "Where's Allie, Kendra?" Asked an annoyed voice behind me. I turned slowly, not really wanting to deal with the asker of the question, Mama, whom I'd purposely been avoiding since the party started. As far I knew, she didn't know about Allegra being picked up for trespassing, and I wanted to keep it that way. I also didn't feel like getting into why she'd left my place to stay with Mama.

      "I haven't seen her since we had lunch earlier," I replied truthfully trying my best to look innocent. Mama eyed me suspiciously and I felt myself start to sweat. "You know how Allie is, Mama," I said quickly. "She probably just wants to make an entrance."

      I sincerely hoped she hadn't ignored the warning the police had given her and gone back out to Vivianne DeArmond's house. Surely she wasn't that stupid, was she? Then I thought back to when Allegra was little and saw Willie Wonka and the Chocolate Factory on TV, after which she asked for an Oompa Loompa for Christmas for three years in a row. To this day, she's still a little fuzzy as to why she couldn't have one. My heart sank.

      "You haven't done anything to upset her have you?"

      "What?" was all I managed to get out.

      "I noticed her stuff sitting on my back porch when I left for the party. I hope you two aren't arguing, 'cause she's only in town for a short time, Kendra. I hope you're not ruining her visit."

      I started to do a slow burn. Why did she automatically think any problem between Allie and me would be my fault? Unbelievable. I didn't trust myself to speak. Fortunately, I saw Lynette standing in a corner all by herself looking sad and a tiny bit like Little Bo Peep in her big straw party bonnet. I excused myself, rather coolly, and went to see what was up with my best friend who wasn't looking anything like a happy bride to be.

      "Everything okay?" I asked, grabbing Lynette's hand and giving it a squeeze.

      "Of course. Everything looks great, Kendra. Thank you so much," she said, perking up. But her smile looked strained and didn't reach her eyes.

      "Then why are you over here in the corner looking pitiful?"

      "Girl, I'm just thinking about all the stuff I have to do before next week and I'm wondering how I'm going to get it all done. India's dress needs to be altered again. This is the third time. She's grown two inches and gained ten pounds since her first fitting. Monty's pouting because he's going to miss his friend Derrick's birthday party at Go Cart Land, which happens to be the same day as the wedding. And my mother is working my last nerve as usual. Men have it so easy. All they have to do is show up."

      It sounded reasonable enough, but I couldn't shake the feeling that whatever was bothering Lynette had nothing to do with her kids and mother.

      “Oh, is that all," I said, laughing, “I thought maybe Talon Woman and the Double Lush Twins were giving you a hard time." She gave me a half-hearted laugh as we looked over to the far corner of the room and watched Georgette, Celeste and Cecile gorged themselves on food.

      Both twins had crumbs cascading down the front of their shirts and Georgette's mouth was smeared with cocktail sauce. We both cringed and quickly looked away as the twins took turns taking swigs from what looked like a forty-ounce of beer that Celeste had pulled from her big purse.

      As Lynette and I stood talking, her mother Justine joined us and I noticed Lynette visibly tense up. Justine had opted not to wear one of the party hats and her long, curly, black weave was hanging down her back like a horse's mane, as usual. She was wearing a tight denim jumpsuit and her feet were crammed into high-heeled, open-toed mules that were too small and left almost an inch of her heel hanging off the back. Her makeup was dramatic and overdone, as was her usual style. Justine was in her fifties but prided herself on looking much younger. She'd been known to tell her boyfriends that Lynette was her sister. Justine was holding a plate of food and eyeing it suspiciously, as though the food was plotting to make her fat.

      "Hey, Ms. Martin. You having a good time?" I braced myself for her answer. Justine is moody as hell and you never knew if she's going to kiss you or cuss you out.

      "Doing just fine, Kendra. You really outdid yourself with this party, girlfriend. Everything looks so nice," she said, a tad too sarcastically for my taste. Upon arriving at the party, Justine had made her distaste over the vintage hats I'd brought known by the way her face frowned up.

      "No telling whose heads those hats have been on," I'd overheard her saying to Lynette's future sister-in-law, Liz.

      "Thank you," I replied, ignoring her tone.

      "I just hope this isn't all for nothing. Lynette's first marriage lasted about as long as it takes for my roots to start showing after a dye job!" She threw her head back and laughed loudly at her own joke.

      I expected Lynette to be pissed, but instead she looked like she was about to cry. Justine was referring to Lynette's first marriage to Lamont Gaines. Lynette and Lamont had eloped right after we graduated from high school. The marriage lasted five years and resulted in two children, Lamont, Jr., and India.

      "I hope my baby girl has better luck this time around. Greg's a good man, not like that other dumb ass she was married to, so maybe she'll be able to hold on to this one. I guess we'll see, won't we?" She flounced off to go bug someone else. Before I could console my friend, who now looked even sadder and more pitiful than before, I heard a loud buzz of greetings and excitement as Allegra made her grand entrance.

      Much to my dismay, most everyone in the room had gathered around my sister, who was wearing the hell out of a figure-hugging fuchsia halter dress. Her highlighted hair was a vision of poker-straight perfection and fell to her shoulders. Three-inch ankle-strap sandals made her even taller than her normal height of five foot nine. Her makeup was minimal, as she had nearly flawless skin, and only needed a little lipstick to accentuate her full lips.

      In other words, Allegra was a goddess. I tugged self-consciously at my sleeveless, green silk wrap dress that, until my sister had made her appearance, I'd thought I looked really good in. Suddenly I felt as green as my dress, which bugged the hell out of me. Usually, I'm proud of my sister. But ever since she'd arrived in town I was realizing how much easier it was to be proud of her when she was clear across the country in L.A.

      I waited until Allegra had finished her hellos and was putting her gift on the gift table to approach her. She looked less than thrilled to see me.

      "Carl called and told me what happened. What in the world were you thinking?" I whispered. Mama was staring at us from across the room so I planted a smile on my face.

      "Look, I told you how much I needed that interview. You wouldn't help me so I did what I had to do," she replied sweetly. She sure wasn't acting like someone who'd been picked up by the police and was in danger of losing her job.

      "So, what are you going to do now?" I asked.

      "Don't worry, sis, I've got it all under control," she said, smiling. I gave her a doubtful look. "Please tell me you aren't going near Vivianne DeArmond again. If she wanted to be interviewed, she wouldn't have let her assistant call the cops on you."

      "You know, you really need to loosen up, Kendra. That's part of your whole problem," she said, walking away from me to congratulate Lynette. I started to follow her, but Mama joined them and I decided to keep my distance. If Allegra thought I was a tight ass now, wait until I grilled her about how she got Carl's phone number.

      "That your sister?" asked a voice behind me. I turned to find myself face-to-face with Georgette, Celeste and Cecile. Great. This was all I needed.

      "Yes," I answered, trying hard to be polite. I just didn't like these women and, despite all my efforts to exclude alcohol from the party, the twins were noticeably drunk.

      "Wow. You guys don't look anything alike," squeaked Georgette in her high-pitched Minnie Mouse voice.

      "Yeah, y'all got the same mama and daddy?" slurred one of the twins. I couldn't be bothered to try and tell them apart even though one had red hair.

      "That's usually how it works," I replied sarcastically.

      "Well, we can see who it worked out better for in the looks department, huh?" said the other inebriated twin. All three walked away laughing as my face burned.

      
      Later that night, after the shower was long over, I sat in my apartment with my bare feet propped up on the trunk that served as my coffee table, nursing a glass of wine and thanking God that the whole ordeal was over. I had hired a group of male strippers to perform at the shower as a surprise to Lynette.

      I should have known not to hire strippers sight unseen, especially ones called O Boys. When a group of five elderly black men dressed in suits arrived, whose combined age had to be close to five hundred, I assumed they'd taken a wrong turn and were looking for the main restaurant.

      "Sir, the restaurant is that big building out front," I said politely to the man nearest me. He squinted at me though his bifocals.

      "No, this is the right place. This is the party room and we're here to party, girly girl," said the man shaking his narrow hips.

      I could do nothing but stare as they plugged in a boom box and started stripping off their suits to the sounds of James Brown's "Get Up Offa That Thing." I found out what the O stood for: old. Apparently they didn't have enough money for the two extra letters on their business card that I'd found tacked up on the community bulletin board at B&S Hair Design and Nail Sculpture, when I'd gone to get my hair cut a month ago. Each garment of clothing the men shed revealed toothpick arms, spindly legs, wrinkled skin, sunken chests, gray hairs and G-strings exposing flat asses that wouldn't have held a dollar bill even if any of us had wanted to place one between their saggy butt cheeks.

      And to top it off, they couldn't dance, at least not any current dances. We all watched in silent amazement while the old dudes formed a line and started trying to do the Freaky Deaky. The drunken twins decided they wanted to get in on the act, too, and started dancing and stripping, as well. The party quickly turned to chaos. But at least it seemed to bring Lynette out of her funk and she laughed until fat tears rolled down her cheeks. In fact, the only ones who weren't laughing were Mama, who looked mortified, and Allegra, who probably thought I'd put them up to doing the dance that launched her C-list career. Mama glared at me until Allegra, who was more than happy to leave, led her out of the party room and took her home.

      I was half-asleep when I heard a knock at my door. I quickly answered it. It was Carl. He'd called when I'd got home and I told him all about the shower fiasco. He took one look at my face and gave me a sympathetic chuckle. Instead of speaking, he pulled me into his arms and I buried my face now into his chest enjoying his warmth and breathing in his signature scent, Obsession for Men. Then we started kissing and shedding clothes. I shoved him down on the couch, straddled him, and was reaching behind my back to unhook my bra when my door flew open revealing Allegra, with all of her luggage.

      "Hey, sis, I'm back," she shouted and then froze upon seeing Carl and me in a state of aroused undress. We all stared at each other for a few awkward seconds until Allegra mumbled an apology and headed back to my bedroom with her stuff. Her openly appreciative glance at Carl's partially nude body wasn't lost on me, especially since he couldn't seem to keep his eyes off her, either.

      The next morning I was with Mama sitting in Cartwright Auditorium, named for Willow's first mayor, Jacob Cartwright, awaiting the start of the Starburst Film Festival Committee's Lifetime Achievement Award ceremony for Vivianne DeArmond. I looked around the packed auditorium at the other attendees and was surprised that the crowd consisted of people from all walks of life and spanned many generations.

      Having been out of the spotlight for over twenty years apparently hadn't diminished Vivianne's memory as far as her loyal fans were concerned. We were currently watching a film retrospective of her career. I was amused to notice there was no mention of Demon Kitty. Before the start of the ceremony, Vivianne had signed autographs for her numerous fans, some who'd come from out of state, for about an hour in the auditorium's lobby. I didn't stand in the long line for an autograph, but I did get a good look at Vivianne, or Vivi as she's known to her fans, and was stunned to see how gorgeous she still was at sixty-five.

      She was the epitome of graciousness, dressed in an elegant cream-colored pantsuit that accentuated her caramel-colored skin. Her suspiciously still-dark-brown hair was piled in curly disarray on top of her head with long tendrils framing a wrinkle-free, heart-shaped face. For someone who was known for her diva ways, she was on her best behavior and being quite personable and charming to her fans. The only time she got testy was when a nerdy-looking middle-aged guy with thick horn-rimmed glasses tried to come behind the table she was sitting at and hug her.

      "I don't think so, young man," said Vivianne with a look of disdain. She looked at the man's outstretched hand as though it was a wasp trying to land on her shoulder.

      "Please step back behind the table or I refuse to give you an autograph." Her graciousness apparently didn't extend to being touched.

      The poor nerdy guy looked as if he might cry, but he complied with the diva's demands and stepped back behind the table. He rushed off looking quite embarrassed after getting his autograph.

      It was after this that her assistant, Harriet Randall, a squat sour-faced woman with the demeanor of an army sergeant, called a halt to the autographs and led Vivianne away to her dressing room. Allegra hadn't exaggerated when she'd described Harriet. It was no wonder she couldn't get an interview.

      When I'd gotten up that morning, after a sex and Carl-free night spent sleeping on my couch, Allegra was already dressed and gone, leaving my bedroom looking as if a tornado had torn through it. I really wasn't in the mood to be bothered with her anyway, but I couldn't help wondering where she was off to so early in the morning. After a breakfast of cold cereal, I picked up Mama, who was still acting a little frosty over the shower, and we headed off to the ceremony. I was worried Allegra would show up, trying to get an interview, and get herself in trouble again. But, by the time the ceremony started, I was relieved that she didn't appear to be anywhere around.

      "Your mom is gonna be so sorry she wasn't able to get home for this. She's a big Vivi fan, too," Mama whispered during the retrospective, causing some die-hard Vivi fans to shush her.

      My parents lived in Florida and had recently left to go backpacking around Europe, a dream trip they'd been planning for over a year. Witnessing an aging actress get an award hardly compared to the trip of a lifetime. But I nodded in agreement anyway.

      "I thought Allie was going to be here," said Mama.

      "She's probably here someplace," I replied, ignoring the irritated disembodied sighs coming from around me. Mama was craning her neck and peering through the dark auditorium trying to spot her granddaughter. I was so tempted to tell her about Allegra getting caught in Vivianne's house, but decided it wasn't my place, and, besides, that would be tattling.

      The film retrospective ended and the lights came back on. People were on their feet applauding and chanting "Vivi! Vivi! Vivi!" I looked toward the front of the auditorium expecting to see Vivianne smiling and waving like a beauty queen. But she was nowhere to be seen. Then a loud piercing fire alarm sounded and cut through the cheering and clapping like a knife. I didn't see or smell any smoke. Was this a joke? Everyone was looking confused and I heard a chorus of groans and cursing as we were instructed to leave the auditorium quickly by an annoyed- looking member of the film festival committee.

      As I was guiding Mama through the jostling crowd, I happened to turn and look down the long hallway that led to the basement dressing rooms used by performers. I saw Allegra run up the basement steps looking dazed and terrified. I called out to her, but in the loud commotion she didn't hear me, and I watched as she turned and rushed out a nearby exit. Once outside, I looked around for her and spotted her rental car tearing out of the parking lot.

      I did not have a good feeling about this. Since Allegra had come from the direction of the dressing rooms, then she must have been trying to see Vivianne again. And Harriet Randall must have called the police again. At least that was the only excuse I could come up with for my sister looking so scared. I was relieved that Mama hadn't seen her, but I noticed she was still scanning the crowd looking for her.

      "I wonder how much longer we're going to have to wait to get back in?" asked Mama, after we'd been waiting in the parking lot for fifteen minutes.

      Most of the other attendees were also still waiting but many people had left in huff. I really wanted to leave myself to find out what was up with Allegra but Mama, being a movie buff and proud of Vivianne DeArmond's connection to Willow, wouldn't hear of it. The fire department had arrived five minutes earlier and we were waiting for the all clear, when a nervous-looking male film festival committee member addressed the restless crowd.

      “Um, excuse me ladies and gentlemen," began the man in a gruff voice, looking like he might throw up. What in the world was going on?

      "Due to an unfortunate circumstance, the award ceremony has been cancelled. We're going to have to ask that you all leave the premises at once," the man said, wiping sweat from his bald head with a handkerchief.

      After a minute of stunned silence, everyone started talking at once. The committee member had a crowd of angry people surrounding him that he was
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