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PROLOGUE

New York City, Spring 1996

I was a live-for-the-moment twentysomething, like every other twentysomething I knew, until one rainy Friday night in the Krispy Kreme on Twenty-Third Street in Manhattan. I was licking raspberry jelly from the fingers of a very rich, very fine, and very married man, when I looked up to see my parents, shaking rain off their huge umbrella and laughing. I might have been able to salvage the situation if my date—his trademark salt-and-pepper locs unmistakable from any angle—had been a stranger to my parents. No such luck. He was my mother’s childhood friend from suburban Chicago. The bond they’d formed as the stray chocolate chips in their high school’s huge snickerdoodle had lasted decades, with Mom even toasting the brides at both his first and second weddings.

Dad spoke first, an uncharacteristic curse word exploding from his mouth: “What the fuck is this, Al?”

My date, Alonzo Griffin—husband, father, and, until that moment, oblivious finger suckee—had his back to the door. But he whipped around at the sound of my dad’s voice.

“Jesus, what are you two doing here?” he asked, the slight tremor in his voice belying his expressionless face.

“Getting a doughnut, I think,” I whispered, shocked into stupidity.

“No shit, Nikki,” Alonzo said. He looked at Mom and implored, “Ann, please…”

Hearing her name thawed my frozen mother, who strode over to our table and poked a finger in Alonzo’s chest. In a furious tone, she said, “How could you, Al? This is my daughter.”

Alonzo winced but clearly thought better of rebutting my enraged mom. “Annie,” he spoke in a low tone, my mother’s name both a question and a warning.

“Don’t call me that,” she snapped, then turned to me. “And you, what were you thinking? Tell me, please, what were you thinking?”

I had no response because I honestly hadn’t been thinking at all—unless having a torrid affair with my married boss who was almost twice my age and just happened to grow up with my mother was evidence of deep consideration.

The situation was made worse by the fact that six months prior Mom had called Alonzo, the publisher of Revolutions—a venerable music magazine owned by the even more venerable Park Avenue Publishing—to ask him for help with her wayward daughter.

“Black folks rarely make it to the top, so you’ll likely get stuck near the bottom where the salaries are dreadful. And most magazines are asinine anyway,” she’d wailed when I first brought up my dream of being an editor-in-chief. After I graduated from college, my English professor mom had begged me to find a job in a respectable and secure field—in her mind, journalism, even as an EIC, did not qualify. But after watching me quit a job in finance, drop out of law school, then waitress while trying to get someone to pay me for my words, I think she began to fear I’d never move out of their Harlem brownstone.

What Mom and Dad didn’t know was that, during my interview process, Alonzo and I had gone out for drinks, one thing led to another, and I’d found myself in a discreet Midtown hotel watching my mom’s old pal unlace his Ferragamo shoes, peel off his Armani suit, and unbutton his Valentino shirt. I’d made love to a few boyfriends by then, but this was something different. Alonzo Griffin had pulled my hair and grabbed my throat and bent me over every piece of furniture in the hotel room, all while whispering that he was going to enjoy taking care of his “good little bitch.” As we were getting dressed afterward, Alonzo had tilted my head up to look into my eyes. “Baby-girl, keep this up and you’ll be the editor-in-chief in no time,” he’d said with a smirk. “But next time I see you, Daddy wants you to have a Brazilian wax. It looks like you sat on a fucking Chia Pet.”

I was tall, wiry, and bookish—the child of two professors—with a residual penchant for denim and kicks. I hadn’t yet figured out the right products for the wild reddish-brown curls that haloed my narrow shoulders, and my newly acquired contact lenses were still a daily struggle to pop in over backlit brown eyes that matched my hair. I had never even heard of a Brazilian wax, and I didn’t know there would be a next time. But Alonzo’s declaration had left zero room for debate.

After a few months of working at Revolutions—and having clandestine rendezvous with Alonzo—I’d moved into my own studio in Brooklyn. I bought a computer and had even stopped asking my parents for the occasional twenty bucks. At Alonzo’s request, I’d made regular waxing appointments, found a local Dominican salon for my blowouts, upgraded my wardrobe to tight skirts and heels, and wore lipstick and mascara to work every day. I wasn’t worried about the thousands I’d racked up on newly acquired credit cards because Alonzo promised he’d pay them off.

I’m sure my parents thought I’d finally found my way—until six months later, when they stopped for a doughnut and witnessed their only child literally biting the hand that feeds her.

“Annie, just calm down a second.” Alonzo reached out and tried to touch Mom’s tensed up shoulder with his sticky fingers.

“I said don’t call me that.” She glared at him. “You know, I’ve been watching the music industry do a number on your head for years. I was trying to give you some grace because I remembered that puny kid the white boys beat up after school. I figured you were just sowing your wild oats, making up for lost time, but I was so very wrong about you.” Then she turned to me, eyes blazing. “And you, I definitely don’t know you anymore.”

The smell of baking doughnuts turned syrupy and thick as I watched my mother gather herself, grab my dad, and head for the door. On top of being “stubborn” and “irresponsible” in her eyes, I could now add “homewrecking slut.” Wonderful. I expected Alonzo to look contrite, to apologize for the situation, to run after his friend. Instead, he watched them leave, dipped a pinkie back into the raspberry filling, and purred, “Well, that was exciting.”

I stared at him. “Jesus, Alonzo. That was not exciting. That was humiliating and awful—for both of us.” I let my chin fall to my chest. “And what if Mom tells your wife? You consider that?”

“She won’t, Nikki. Trust me. Dr. Ann Rose believes in sacred Black love too much to break up my marriage.” Alonzo lifted my head and smeared a little jelly on my lip while giving me the authoritative, sexy, boss-man look that got me into this mess in the first place. “Oh, come on, Nikki, you know you like the thrill of danger.”

Was he right? I let myself be ushered out of the Krispy Kreme and into Alonzo’s silver Range Rover, conveniently parked on a deserted side street. I let him toss me into the back seat while he insisted, “You’re going to be Daddy’s good girl, aren’t you? Get those jeans off now.”

It didn’t matter to him that I had tears in my eyes, that my shoulders were quivering, that I mumbled, “No, I don’t think I want to right now.”

It was easier to let him keep going as he yanked off my sweater and pulled down my underwear, as he put my hand inside his jeans, as he ripped open a condom with his teeth. It was easier to let Alonzo remain who he’d always been in our relationship: the initiator, the lead-footed driver of our liaisons. That way, I could continue to hide behind my role as the ingenue, the eager explorer.

When Alonzo grabbed a handful of my hair, yanked my head back, and told me, “You’re going to take it all now,” I did, only because I couldn’t figure out a way to make him stop. I had no idea how to get out of that Range Rover without causing a scene and making it worse. So, I let Alonzo do everything to me that he wanted. And that night, I was everything my mother was afraid I had become.



Any shred of excitement disappeared by Monday, leaving only humiliation, guilt, and rage. Mom had refused my calls, and even my dad, who’d always been reliably on my side, wouldn’t talk to me. I pictured them sitting close together on their tatty jacquard sofa, thighs touching, clutching cups of ginger tea, softly bemoaning their only daughter who was once so promising but was now ruined. I imagined them turning the pictures of me on top of their piano face down, throwing away my boxes of childhood mementos, writing me out of their wills. I’d never seen my mother’s eyes look that cold or my dad’s look that disappointed, so I let myself spiral.

Meanwhile, Alonzo was ringing me every hour to say how turned on he was by the whole situation, illuminating a dirty old-man-ish quality I’d been trying to ignore. Over the past several months, I’d gotten off on his dominance, on acting as if I didn’t want him when I did. But instead of feeling satiated and naughty after that night in the Range Rover, I’d cried in the shower when I got home while scrubbing my skin raw.

“Why don’t you be a good little girl and meet Daddy in a hotel?” Alonzo repeated some variation of this every time I picked up my phone.

“Alonzo, my parents think I’m a terrible person, and one of your oldest friends believes you’re a monster. I can’t see you,” I finally hurled back, slamming the phone down with what I hoped was enough force for him to leave me alone.

But we worked on the same floor in the Park Avenue Publishing building; it was impossible to avoid him, which was torture because every glimpse of Alonzo’s face took me back to that rainy night when I realized how deeply I was fucking up my life. Meanwhile, Alonzo kept leaving Krispy Kreme doughnuts in my cubicle, like this was all a big joke.

After a couple weeks, I was tired of having oxygen-depriving panic attacks and crying silently into the crook of my elbow in the office bathroom. I wanted my life back—or at least the life I’d envisioned before I’d naïvely fantasized that Alonzo would one day treat me with respect, leave his wife and kids, and elope to the Caribbean with me. Most importantly, I wanted to earn my editor-in-chief title because I was a talented visionary, not because my mom’s friend decided to elevate me into the role so he could have his way with me whenever he wanted.

I went into Alonzo’s office one afternoon and shut the door behind me. He stood up and ran a hand over his head, smoothing back the graying locs I’d once found so sexy. “Finally! We haven’t been alone in a while, but you have been on Daddy’s mind,” he said, turning to lower the blinds.

“Stop, please,” I told him as firmly as I could manage. “Just stop for a minute. I really need to talk to you.”

I sat down in one of the oversized chairs in front of his enormous desk. Alonzo’s office was typical successful businessman chic, filled with the requisite crystal awards, framed citations, and expensive leather furniture. His three televisions were tuned to BET, CNN, and ESPN. At forty-eight, Alonzo was one of the most senior publishers at the company. He’d been at Revolutions for ten years, during which he’d orchestrated a major shift in the brand—changing the magazine’s publishing schedule from monthly to weekly, pushing the editor-in-chief to add more music-industry dirt and style content, and launching a cutting-edge website. Alonzo’s strategy tripled newsstand sales and advertising revenue, which made Revolutions one of the most profitable entertainment brands in the business. Quite a feat for a Black man in a field where African Americans represented less than 3 percent of senior-level management.

Alonzo straddled the rarefied worlds of mainstream publishing and the music industry, where he was equally revered. Even though the EIC technically decided who to feature, everyone knew that Alonzo was the real Revolutions gatekeeper. In a rare moment of transparency after a particularly sweaty hotel session, Alonzo shared some of the lengths artists and labels would go to curry his favor. The pop and rock artists preferred to gift him front-row tickets and heaps of blow, but the hip hop artists’ ploys were much more elaborate: magnums of Cristal accompanied the cocaine on private jet flights to Saint-Tropez and megayacht trips to the Caribbean, and an endless supply of video vixens willing to do just what “daddy” says.

Having been propositioned and groped by multiple artists and label execs as they passed through the Revolutions offices, I could attest to the disrespect and arrogance that would make someone offer up women as payola. But while I’d prided myself on avoiding a disastrous career-destroying turn as a rapper’s flavor of the month, here I was, trying to disentangle myself from Alonzo’s grasp as LL Cool J rapped “Doin’ It” on the television tuned to BET. Then the video switched to a powerful ballad from my favorite singer, Bobbie Washington, about a woman finding herself against all odds, which gave me courage to recite my prepared statement: “What has happened between us is obviously not a good idea, and I no longer feel comfortable. I’d like for our relationship to be purely professional from now on.”

Alonzo’s expression didn’t change as he leaned forward: “No.”

“What do you mean, no?” I exclaimed, loud enough so that I could see a couple Revolutions team members turn to peer into Alonzo’s office through the half-closed blinds. I lowered my voice. “That wasn’t a question, Alonzo. I can’t do this anymore.”

“Sure, you can—and you will, because I’m not ready for it to end.”

I stared at him. “Are you telling me you’ll have me fired if I stop sleeping with you?”

“That is an interesting question, babygirl,” he replied, looking at me so intently I felt myself slipping on the black ice of his gaze. “Either way, you’re going to make the smart decision because you love this as much as I do.” Alonzo walked around the desk, put both hands on my shoulders and whispered, “You know you get off on being my bitch. Besides, nobody leaves me before I’m ready, Nikki. I know you’re young, but you should have known that was part of the deal.”

“What deal?” I asked, wriggling out of Alonzo’s grasp but worried that my reddening cheeks would betray the desire rising in me despite everything. “What are you talking about?”

Alonzo lifted his right eyebrow. “You’re here because of me. That is the deal. So, let’s not mess up a good thing.”

“Too late, Alonzo,” I said as firmly as I could. “We are done.”

Alonzo snorted. “You don’t get to say no to me without repercussions. So, actually, you are done.” His expression shifted frighteningly fast from anticipation to exasperation. “I’m not going to be distracted by you every day if I can’t have you. Why don’t you make it easier on us both and resign?”

My desire drained away as dread knotted my stomach. “But I haven’t even been at Revolutions a year. How will I get another job? And what about all that money on my credit cards?”

“Not my problem anymore.” He put on glasses with conspicuous Gucci logos and started pulling papers from a manila envelope, a signal that he was finished with this conversation and truly done with me. “If you don’t want to resign, I’ll have you fired tomorrow. Your choice.”

“How are you going to explain this to my mom?” I was shaking with fear and anger.

Alonzo laughed. “You really are a child.” Then his eyes narrowed. “But since you seem to know nothing about anything, let me school you: You’re gonna want to think real hard before you tell anyone about us, because you have literally no idea what I’m capable of. Fuck around and find out, babygirl.”

I walked out of his office, straight down the hall to the elevator, right to the human resources floor before I could change my mind. There was only one Black person in HR, and there was no one else I could talk to.

Marie Hyacinthe walked out to greet me with a huge smile. Despite an extensive wardrobe of black pantsuits, her impossible-to-hide curves, flawless cinnamon skin punctuated only by deep dimples, and blond Afro made Marie stand out in any crowd. Even though there was almost a decade between us, we’d become friends during my onboarding process, discovering a shared love of Rollerblading, curried chicken patties wrapped in coco bread, and, most importantly, Mary J. Blige, Sade, and EPMD. I’d even ended up moving into an apartment in her Bed-Stuy neighborhood.

I must have been wearing my awful conversation with Alonzo all over my face because Marie’s friendly smile quickly faded. She pulled me into a windowless conference room, shut the door, and asked, “All right, girl. What’s going on?”

“It’s not a good story.” I sighed, leaning on the long glass table. “I think I got myself into a situation.”

She sank into a chair. “With Alonzo?”

“How did you know?”

“Please, he’s notorious. I have multiple complaints on file, but Alonzo generates so much revenue that the company hasn’t wanted to touch him. I thought he’d leave you alone since your families are close. Tell me what happened, then let’s figure out how to deal.”

“Okay, but this is friend to friend. I’m not doing an official thing here.”

“Got it. Not official. Off the record. Shoot.”

I gave her the PG-13 version, leaving out my parents busting us in the Krispy Kreme and the subsequent session that left footprints on almost every window of his Range Rover. It was just enough information so Marie could understand my predicament but not so much that she would never look at me the same way again.

“I know, I’m an idiot,” I finished. “But he’s a lech.”

Marie got up and began to pace the room. “I care about you, Nikki, but don’t pass the buck here. This kind of thing can ruin you in the industry forever, especially one that’s not exactly friendly to us in the first place.”

“Maybe I don’t deserve to be here,” I said, digging my nails into my palms so the moisture clouding my eyes wouldn’t form into visible tears.

“Look, you got this job on your own merits,” Marie said. “All Alonzo did was secure the initial interview. The features editor was legit impressed with your ideas and your edit test.”

“But I shouldn’t have gotten caught up in this bullshit.”

“That is an understatement. But I do know of another opening in the company that could work for you,” Marie said conspiratorially. “As for Alonzo, don’t say a word. There’s no reason for you to go public with this. As much as I’d love to see you get justice, it will blow back worse on you.”

“But Alonzo said he’d have me fired tomorrow if I don’t resign.” I sniffled.

Marie chuckled. “He’s all bluster. There’s no way for Alonzo to fire you that quickly without incriminating himself. But he does have enough juice to drum up some bullshit reason and fast-track the paperwork.” She paused to think, drumming her fingers against her cheek. “Listen, you lie low for a few. Make up an illness and take some time off. But be available to come in for an interview this week. I got you.”



Two weeks later, I was packing up my cubicle. I’d just been hired as an editorial assistant at the fashion magazine StyleList. The role was a step down from my assistant editor position at Revolutions, and I was much more into music than fashion. But StyleList was Park Avenue Publishing’s crown jewel, with offices literally atop the company’s glass-clad Midtown building.

“This is it, Nikki. I stuck my neck out for you. And I can’t fix it if this goes left,” Marie cautioned me, but she need not have worried. I was scared all the way straight.

The StyleList offices were on a floor accessible only via a special elevator bank. On the rare occasion when I spied Alonzo in the lobby, I ducked out of sight—and he never glanced my way. I pushed my expensive miniskirts and bright crop tops to the back of my closet in favor of nondescript clothes in neutral colors and started scraping my hair into ponytails almost every day like I was back in high school. I wanted to be less visible, less desirable, less of a target.

A couple months later, Alonzo left Revolutions. Park Ave Pub didn’t make clear whether he’d been fired or had walked out voluntarily, but since he was out the door the same day his exit was announced, everyone assumed the former. Alonzo’s departure sent shock waves through the building, with the Black employees buzzing about racism and vowing to organize a protest. I nodded and mm-hmmed along with them, knowing full well that, for once, there was more to it than that.

Alonzo had finally slept with the wrong person: a close relative of Park Ave Pub’s long-standing editor-in-chief of Architectural Décor. When the septuagenarian EIC found out that Alonzo had seduced her precious niece, she reported him directly to Park Ave Pub’s CEO, which, Marie told me, was the last straw. The company kept the whole incident so quiet that even Alonzo wasn’t aware of why he was summarily dismissed.

Alonzo called me the evening after he was escorted out of Park Ave Pub. “I guess you decided to test me, babygirl.” His fury was palpable through the phone.

“What are you talking about?” I tried to keep my voice steady even though I wanted to curl in a ball under the covers.

“Stop playing coy. It doesn’t suit you.” He was silent for a second and I braced myself. “You know very fucking well that you ran your mouth about us. I’m almost impressed by your guts.”

“You think I got you fired?” I had to convince him otherwise. “It wasn’t me, Alonzo. Marie said there were others—” I immediately realized my error.

“So, you did talk to HR. And you think you can lie to me about it?”

“No, I… I did talk to Marie, but off the record. She’s a friend. But she said that other women had complained…” I trailed off because I knew I was making it worse.

“If you think you can ruin my reputation along with a career that I’ve built over two brutal decades, you are either very naïve or you are very stupid.” Alonzo’s next words would ring in my head for years. “Get ready to grow up, babygirl. You had better hope our paths don’t cross again.”





ONE

Fall 1999, Three Years Later

Running in four-inch stilettos is not easy. But it can be done. In fact, you can get up to a heart-pounding, sweat-trickling, hair-ruining sprint if you need to. And that day, I really needed to. Nobody was late for Wednesday-morning edit review meetings at StyleList. So I was running east on Fifty-Seventh Street, at damn near full speed, past the store managers swinging open the pearly gates to Gucci and Chanel and Burberry, past the ladies who lunch (and then blame their retail therapy on a two-Chardonnay buzz), past bored limo drivers smoking cigs and talking shit while they wait for their respective Park Avenue princesses, past slow-moving tourists performing the upward gaze-and-point maneuver like bewildered synchronized swimmers. I was leaping over toy poodles, Chihuahuas, and Yorkies, and narrowly missing Brioni-suited men emerging from breakfast meetings only to watch in amazement as I whipped around them in my high heels.

As a teenager, I developed my style by reading Teen Beat, copying Lisa Bonet, and watching music videos on MTV. For years, my outfits were an awkward mix of vintage boho, East Village, and the Boogie Down Bronx. One consistent element had always been a pair of clean sneakers. I had long since shed the confused outfits of my teens, but at that moment, I sure did miss those kicks.

In the three years post-Alonzo, I’d caught a few people in the Park Ave Pub lobby snickering in my direction and assumed that Alonzo had dropped some choice tidbits about me from afar. He had few inroads into the high-end fashion world, so StyleList was somewhat insulating, but time had diminished neither the balance on my Visa nor my expectation that he would eventually make good on his threats. Dressing in neutrals, pulling my hair back, and looking over my proverbial shoulder had become a habit. But working in the most stylish office in publishing taught me that if I wasn’t going to wear eye-catching outfits, I had better at least have a decent selection of stilettos to give my humdrum wardrobe a modicum of glamour.

I slowed to a trot one block before the marble entrance of Park Ave Pub. Better to be a couple minutes late than risk running into one of my colleagues while panting and sweating mascara down my cheeks. I pushed open the heavy glass doors and hurried inside, trying to tuck my frizzing hair back into a flimsy ponytail holder while the security guard calmly watched.

“Please,” I begged him, after searching for and not finding my laminated badge in my overflowing tote. “I am so late. Can you let me through? Just this once?”

“I need your employee ID.”

“I know, I know. Dammit.” Dumping the contents of my tote onto the security desk, I caught sight of a distinctive tornado of red curls. Lucinda. Just Lucinda. No one used her last name, and no one had to because everyone who was anyone in the fashion industry knew who she was. Lucinda, StyleList’s editor-in-chief, was formidable and feared. Every designer in the industry practically sank to their knees when they saw her coming, to better position themselves for the ass-kissing Lucinda (Lucifer, as some called her) would demand. To make matters worse, Lucinda was notoriously fickle: One day she loved Dior, the next she adored Balmain, the next she couldn’t live without Lanvin. She was like that with her employees as well. Some days she would waltz up to me and pronounce my prose “too, too gorgeous.” Other days she wouldn’t acknowledge me in the elevator.

I ducked my head, hoping Lucinda wouldn’t recognize me today. No such luck.

“Nikki, right? Ah, Nicole Rose,” she intoned, bending to pick up my employee ID that had conveniently dropped off the security desk to land inches from her feet. Lucinda handed me the ID while I took in her outfit: a ballet tutu worn with motorcycle boots and a black blazer buttoned over a bright fuchsia bra. Lucinda was known for her excessive jewelry, and on every finger of both hands she’d stacked silver and emerald rings. The whole thing was a little Cyndi Lauper for my taste, but since Lucinda was always way ahead of the trends, I assumed fashionistas across the country would soon be rocking tutus, boots, and bras-as-blouses.

Ignoring my stare, Lucinda fluffed her enormous hair and watched me try to casually stuff my unpaid bills, taxi receipts, and gym shorts back into my tote before she could take inventory. “Aren’t you due in my edit meeting? Right now?” she asked.

Shit, there was no way out of this one. “Morning, Lucinda. Yes, sorry. I was having trouble locating my ID and security wouldn’t allow me through.” I figured I’d peg it on the asshole security guard, but Lucinda wasn’t letting me off so easy.

“You should have been there already, doll,” she replied crisply.

I didn’t say a word, just nodded with what I hoped was the appropriate amount of deference and prayed for an express elevator.

Pissing Lucinda off was not a good career move. First of all, the woman’s nickname was Lucifer. The second reason? I was a features-department peon with the rest of the cerebral bookworms. Within the StyleList hierarchy, features was near the bottom of the pecking order—after the fashion, beauty, art, and entertainment departments. The one department we trumped was research, and that was only because those pesky fact-checkers insisted on verifying with a doctor or a manager before allowing StyleList to print that a big-name actress was bulimic even though the accessory editor’s best friend like, totally heard her hurling in a bathroom at a restaurant. The third reason was that I was a senior associate editor. Although I’d been excited for my recent promotion, even I didn’t know what that title meant. When I was offered the slight upgrade from associate editor, I called Marie in HR and said, “So I’m a jumbo shrimp now!”

“What are you talking about?”

“My new title is senior associate editor.”

“Oh, your promotion.” She’d laughed. “Congrats, jumbo shrimp!”

Of course, that association stuck; Marie’s emails to me were always addressed to J.S., and every time I told someone my title, the image of a fried shrimp dangling from Lucinda’s fingers popped into my mind.

The fourth reason not to get on Lucinda’s bad side—which should probably be the first—was that both the fashion industry and Style-List were known for being whiter than white. In Park Ave Pub’s one hundred years of existence, they had never named a Black EIC. While street looks from Harlem and Brooklyn were showing up on high-fashion runways, the StyleList team felt astonishingly free to dismiss and mock Black people in everything from team meetings to casual hallway conversations. Aside from the receptionist, a couple executive assistants, and our six-foot-eight male bookings director whose head wraps smelled like lemongrass and cocoa butter, I was the only Black person on the staff—though I wasn’t entirely convinced that everyone at StyleList had processed the fact that I was Black. I thought I clearly looked African American, especially when I wore my curls out, but throughout my life people had questioned what my tawny, freckled skin and penny-colored eyes and hair meant. If I had a dime for every white guy at a bar who exclaimed, “What? No, you’re not!” I’d have been retired. The one time I’d given my dad—a wavy-haired, green-eyed Irishman—a tour of my office, he’d confused the matter even more. I could have worn a dashiki to work, and they might have all thought it was just a retro-cool fashion statement.



When the elevator doors slid open on the thirty-ninth floor (or, as some of Lucifer’s more jaded employees referred to it, Dante’s Seventh Circle of Hell), Lucinda’s long-suffering assistant, Mary-Kate, was waiting, folders and fruity-looking drink in hand, her expression petrified as usual. She wordlessly handed the glass to Lucinda, who quickly downed the red concoction (rumored to be acai mixed with some antiaging elixir found only in the chin hair of endangered Sumatran tigers). I was mercifully forgotten.

I dashed to the conference room, hoping for an unobtrusive entrance. But when I swung open the door, all chatter stopped since everyone assumed Lucinda had arrived to deliver her weekly group abuse.

Though I hated to admit it, Mary-Kate and I had something in common: StyleList remained an intimidating place to work. The magazine was launched decades after venerable titles like Vogue and Elle, but StyleList quickly became the biggest, hottest fashion magazine in the world. And the fashion fanatics who worked there definitely knew it. They were, after all, the most influential style editors on the planet. They could identify a fake Louis Vuitton purse from fifty paces away; they could distinguish whether an unlabeled lipstick smear was MAC’s Viva Glam or Chanel’s Rouge Allure; they could tell if a model had gained or lost a pound just by her runway gait. And they wielded their power without mercy. God help anyone wearing last season’s Gucci jacket, scuffed Louboutins, the wrong shape pant leg or—yes—the wrong length skirt. If you went to the Midtown Salvation Army on the right day, you could score $750 Jimmy Choos that a StyleList editor had dropped off because they were “so last year, ew.”

“Only me,” I muttered, plopping down in the first available chair while trying to avoid the fashionistas’ critical gaze. Unfortunately, the seat happened to be next to my boss, Tara Kinney, the temperamental and rebelliously unkempt head of the features department. Even though she dared to wear fisherman sweaters, baggy blue jeans, and run-down loafers to the office, the fashion girls left her alone. She rarely smiled or complimented others on their work, using her impressive vocabulary to rip apart anyone who trespassed into her features territory. And her bite was as bad as her bark: Tara had once fired someone for using your instead of you’re. Despite successfully pitching, writing, and editing more articles than anyone else in the department, I got the same treatment. Luckily, Tara only had a second to glare at me disapprovingly before Lucinda swept in and took her place at the head of the table.

“Morning, dolls.”

“Morning, Lucinda,” everyone dutifully replied.

I scrunched down in my seat, hoping to blend in, but Lucinda’s eye briefly caught mine as she said, “I hope everyone got plenty of sleep last night.” The other editors looked around, not sure how to respond, but Lucinda went on before they had to come up with something. “Well, good, dolls, because we have a ton of work to do today. First up, the theme of our January issue: I hate, hate, hate it.”

There was an audible gasp in the room.

“But Lucinda, the annual style horoscope package is one of our most successful, and we’ve been working on it for months,” ventured Margaret Lowell, StyleList’s executive editor and Lucinda’s number two. I always figured Margaret (Muffy to her friends) put up with Lucinda because she truly didn’t have to. Along with a duplex penthouse on Fifth Avenue, the Lowells owned mansions in Bridgehampton, Newport, and Nantucket. Muffy preferred Chanel ballet flats and a wide headband in her blond hair and would turn the golf ball–sized diamond on her ring finger toward her palm when she left the office so she wouldn’t get robbed by a “thug” in the twenty-three seconds it took to walk from the door to her waiting town car.

“Don’t care, doll,” Lucinda responded, drumming her fingers on the glass table. “It’s yesterday’s news. We need something new, hot, sexy.”

Immediately, everyone started throwing their pitches into the ring, hoping to capture Lucinda’s elusive favor: “The travel issue.”

Lucinda rolled her eyes. “Wrong season.”

“New year, new you.”

“Too boring. I said sexy, ladies.” Lucinda sighed and leaned back as if bored by this very meeting.

“The jewelry issue.”

“Hmm, too narrow.”

“Shopping issue?”

Lucinda rolled her eyes again. “Too pedestrian.”

Tara threw an idea out: “The health issue.”

“Interesting, but not sexy enough.”

“The body issue,” Tara tried again.

“Warmer, but not hot. I need heat.”

There were resounding collective groans when a hapless editor from the largely disregarded website department ventured, “How about a Y2K theme, like technology and style?” We were all exhausted with the endless coverage of the potentially disastrous glitch that could occur in a few months when computer systems moved from 1999 to 2000.

“Fabulous idea: global chaos and shiny low-slung jeans,” Lucinda snapped as the digital editor shrunk in her chair.

Before I could stop myself, I raised my hand like I was in kindergarten.

“Yes, Nikki? Would you like to come to the blackboard to write down the correct answer?” Lucinda laughed and the whole room, naturally, cracked up with her.

“The ageless issue,” I said, undaunted. “We could do a fashion feature on clothes for different ages or looking sexy without overdoing it. And a health story about how celebrities of all ages take care of themselves. We could run a diet story since everyone loves those.” I felt Tara’s ire growing as she shifted in her seat next to me, her eyes locked onto my profile, but I was on a roll. “And we could do a package of stories on sex and relationships along with a comprehensive survey. You know, the sexual behavior of modern women at every age with a sidebar on how to keep it hot in bed.”

Lucinda looked at me appraisingly, then stood up and slammed a palm onto the table. Smelling blood, the fashionistas got ready to jump into the fray. I braced myself for the feeding frenzy.

“I love, love, love it!” Lucinda yelled instead. “Let’s get on this right away. Nikki, you’re in charge of the sex-and-relationships package.”

Instantly, the attitude of the room toward me changed. People started talking all at once.

“Yeah, awesome idea!”

“So cool!”

“You rock, Nikki! We’ll totally need your help fleshing out the rest of the issue.”

Only Tara silently glowered at me. I had the nerve to pitch an idea that Lucinda liked better than hers, so I knew I was in for it later.

“One more idea,” I said, taking a chance, hoping I could keep riding this positive wave. “We should do an AIDS story.” The room went silent again. “AIDS is a huge issue for women along with the gay and Black communities, and fashion titles rarely do in-depth stories on it. We could break the mold and really blow it out, make it a cause StyleList embraces.”

Lucinda sat back down. “That’s not sexy, doll.”

“We could do a whole safer sex story—and have a chance to make an impact,” I responded, knowing I was losing Lucinda, and therefore the room, by the second.

“Um, doesn’t Elton John or somebody have a charity for that?” Lucinda asked dismissively.

“Maybe, but don’t you think we could—”

Lucinda shook her head, irritated by my earnestness. “Call Elton’s people,” she said vaguely, then motioned toward her fashion editors. “Okay, I need a list of January issue designer names by this afternoon. Who screams sex, dolls? Cavalli, Dolce…”

Aware that my time in the spotlight had come and gone, I sat back. Though doing so always made me feel even more self-conscious at being the only chocolate chip in the StyleList snickerdoodle, I still tried to pitch one story having to do with people of color at almost every editorial meeting. The reactions I normally got ranged from perplexity to outright derision, reminding me over and over that I was the only, while making me more determined to keep trying. How confusing my very presence must have been to those well-connected dilettantes, erudite Ivy Leaguers, and fabulous fashionistas. Only the gay guys in PR laughed at my jokes, though they did so while snickering at my outfits. But no way was I going to let any of them hold me back. So, they would have to stay sick of me.

Tara dug her elbow into my side. “Since you’re the genius that came up with the sex survey idea, you will have to figure out a way to execute it along with the rest of the relationship package,” she whispered, her coffee breath clouding the air between us. “You have two weeks to get a draft on my desk.”

I gasped. “Two weeks! I’m not sure that’s even possible.”

Tara lifted one shoulder. “Anything is possible if you want it bad enough. And you certainly seem to want it badly.”



I spent the rest of the day researching recent sex surveys, emailing sexual health foundations for information, drafting questions, and begging market research firms to take on this monumental project that would require two straight weeks of relentless grinding. I worked through lunch, barely noticing the hours slip away. When I finally glanced at my watch, it was already after seven. I was supposed to meet my boyfriend, Joseph, for dinner at eight.

I sped down the hall to the elevator banks and came face-to-face with Lucinda for the second time that day. She was impatiently jabbing the down button.

“Looks like we’re on the same schedule today.” It was the most innocuous thing I could think of, but Lucinda was obviously in no mood for my awkward chatter.

“Next time get here before me,” she scowled as the elevator doors finally slid open. I had no choice but to follow, standing a little behind her so her eyes wouldn’t have to be assaulted by my lowly presence. Lucinda folded her arms and, after a few seconds, rolled her shoulders and said, “Solid idea today, doll.”

I got my nerve up and stepped forward. “Thanks,” I replied, inwardly wincing at my bright tone. “I’ve been working on the sex survey all day. I really think you’re going to be pleased.”

Lucinda said nothing, just nodded, tapping one boot hard on the elevator floor as we were silently whisked to the lobby. I had a critical choice at this point: Stay quiet and let our reasonably positive exchange be the last of the day, or try to chat her up some more. I knew she wasn’t exactly in a receptive mood, but my mouth had a mind of its own. I blurted, “So, I have one more idea for you.”

I thought I saw her eyes roll behind her sunglasses, but since she didn’t cut me off, I pressed on. “Tyisha would be a great January issue cover model.” We’d hit the lobby by this time, and I scurried after her. “She’s been modeling for years, and her new reality show, America’s Next Cover Girl, premieres right after the issue comes out—plus she’s an AIDS activist.”

Out on the street, Lucinda paused. She didn’t look up as she took a small silver case out of her bag, pulled out a cigarette, lit it, then blew a long stream of smoke into the crisp evening air. For a second, it seemed as if she might be contemplating my idea. Then she took another hard drag, exhaled practically into my face, and said with finality, “Black girls don’t sell magazines.”

I watched her take a couple more drags, grind her cigarette under her boot, and climb into the shiny black town car waiting for her at the curb. After her tutu and motorcycle boots disappeared into the back seat, the uniformed driver closed the door and they pulled off with only her profile in view. I didn’t say another word, and she never looked back.





TWO

That night, Joseph and I were celebrating his recent promotion to managing director at one of Wall Street’s oldest investment banks. By the time I got to Joseph’s place, I only had fifteen minutes to make myself presentable before our dinner reservation. At least I’d left my outfit there yesterday. Crashing at Joseph’s made sense: Our social life was mostly in Manhattan, plus my tiny studio in Bed-Stuy, with its towering stacks of magazines and books covering most of the available floor space, was a hovel compared to Joseph’s two-bedroom Upper West Side spread.

Watching him select a pair of cuff links from his extensive collection, then polish his dress shoes to a gleaming black, I realized that Joseph Burke III was very much like his apartment: mannerly, attractive, functional, above reproach. The Harvard-educated oldest son of the Maryland Burkes, Joseph was a member of one of the East Coast’s most distinguished Black families. His mother loved to remind me that her father and her father’s father were doctors. Joseph was a “fine catch,” as Marie put it. The two of them went to Harvard together, and she’d introduced us a year ago at one of their alumni mixers.

My heart had just been bruised by a guy I’d met right after I transferred to StyleList. He was a serious-minded marketer who worked on events for Park Ave Pub’s entertainment magazines. A wiry six-foot-six with a penchant for vests and denim overalls, everyone thought he spent his weekends looking for pickup games at Rucker Park. But it turned out that he was too nerdy for basketball and instead spent his free time collecting manga and watching anime—which he found out I loved too when he saw me reading Dragon Ball in the cafeteria. He came over to reintroduce himself, then pulled out his copy of Neon Genesis Evangelion.

For a few months, we were two happy blerds, enthusiastically geeking out together. And then he got recruited by Roc-A-Fella Records to join their marketing department. Within weeks, he was wearing monochrome baggy outfits with a thick gold chain, canceling our dates to go to industry events, and casually dropping bitches and hoes in regular conversation. The minute I protested, he unceremoniously dumped me for a Brazilian model.

When I told my sob story to Marie over lunch in the cafeteria, she’d offered to introduce me to her college buddy.

“Yeah, I don’t know about your Ivy League friends,” I’d said, laughing. “I’m going for a Morehouse man.”

“Just come on and meet my boy Joseph. He’s fine and paid and straight. It’s like the Black man trifecta. And he’s in his mid-thirties with no kids.” Marie widened her eyes for emphasis.

“Why haven’t you gotten with him, then?”

“Maybe I did—a junior-year fling. It didn’t even last two weeks, and we’ve been dogs ever since. It’s all good, I swear. Besides, I’d like to see him end up with a nice girl instead of the gold diggers that are always hanging around him.”

Turned out the man was fine: six feet, two inches of deep caramel with the self-possession of someone who has only ever known success. Joseph tucked in the button-down shirts he wore under his carefully distressed leather jacket; he owned both a silver and a gold watch; his cocktail of choice was a dirty martini; and he spoke with the velvety baritone of a prime-time news anchor, carefully measuring every word like Himalayan salt. Joseph’s confidence was even more attractive than his square jawline, broad shoulders, and almond-shaped eyes rimmed with lush lashes.

I had been a little intimidated when Marie first asked Joseph to join us for drinks after work. But it turned out that we had a lot of random things in common: We had both been on our high school track teams; we shared an appreciation for nature and liked to Roller-blade through Central and Prospect Parks; each of us read for at least thirty minutes every night; and we both hated the notion that being smart and goal-oriented meant you couldn’t be attractive and have fun.

Marie had rolled her eyes at us. “Sweet baby Jesus, you two are insufferable! Just exchange numbers already.”

On our first date, he took me across town to an Upper East Side club where the improbably preppy-looking door guy with the turned-up collar immediately opened the velvet rope. Joseph slipped him a twenty on the way in. “I always hit off the hosts and bouncers. You never know when you need to impress a pretty girl,” Joseph had said when he saw I’d noticed.

The DJ was spinning West Coast gangsta rap for a crowd that looked like the grown-up version of my prep school graduating class. Joseph knew half the people in there from the financial industry. As Silkk the Shocker played in the background, Joseph generously shared our bottle of Belvedere with many a blond blazered dude who awkwardly danced over to say hello.

I had never met a man like him in my life. Alonzo had accepted nothing less than excellence, but his energy stayed tensely coiled, as if he were always ready to fight for the largest portion if challenged. Since Joseph already assumed that he belonged everywhere and should have the best of everything, he had an effortlessly calm élan. As a maladroit Black woman with a white father who grew up stubbing my toes on the endless stacks of books decreasing the walkable floor space in my home, my élan was harder to come by. The swanky life Joseph easily proffered was pretty damned enticing. And, no matter what fancy cocktail party, Ivy League mixer, or European hot spot Joseph took me to, I felt like I belonged, if only because I was with him.



Now, a year later, I was standing in Joseph’s bathroom, trying to comb through my sweaty and tangled hair before giving up and shellacking it into a neat bun with loads of gel. I had on a black sheath dress that had been a reject from a recent fashion shoot, black patent pumps, the Swarovski crystal studs I’d worn all day, and a thick silver cuff that Joseph had given me for Christmas. The combination of the sleek hairstyle and carefully applied red lipstick made me look as if I’d stepped out of Robert Palmer’s “Addicted to Love” video.

My polished ensemble belied the day’s stress still churning my stomach. With “Black girls don’t sell magazines” resounding in my ears, I suddenly felt very sick of what was staring back at me in the bedroom mirror. Joseph came up behind me, put both hands on my shoulders, and kissed the back of my neck. Normally, I relaxed under his touch, but tonight my shoulders stayed tight. He dropped his hands. “What’s going on with you?”

I forced a smile, faced him, and took one of his hands. “Sorry, I had a stressful day.”

“Rough time interviewing Donna Karan? Or did Nicole Kidman want green tea at the shoot and all you had was chamomile?”

His laugh was innocent, but I felt unexpected tears fill my eyes. I went back to fussing with my hair. I was in no mood to defend StyleList, but I felt too fragile for his thinly veiled condescension. Rather quickly after we started dating, I realized that the flip side of Joseph’s calm confidence was sweeping arrogance. “Yeah, that’s it. Donna stood me up and I had to find marmite for Nicole’s saltines. Come on, we’re late,” I murmured.

At that moment, I wanted nothing more than to ditch Joseph altogether. I thought about meeting up with my best friend, Teresa, and my girls Sofie and Denyse, who had invited me out that night. I tried not to picture the three of them laughing it up at Rosa Mexicano, a hangout where we could always count on the bartender, a balding colossus with a Scottish accent and a crush on every female patron, to put an extra shot of Don Julio in our mango margaritas.

Or better yet, I thought of not going out at all. I fantasized about catching the subway home to my own apartment, changing out of my heels and into my slippers and pj’s, pouring a bowl of Honey Nut Cheerios, and watching Law & Order reruns with fine-ass Assistant District Attorney Paul Robinette.

Anything instead of the long evening that was stretching in front of me…

Then Joseph drew a small box from his pocket and handed it to me. “A promotion present,” he said.

“But we’re celebrating you tonight. Why did you get me a gift?” I asked, annoyed at myself for reacting to his generosity with impatience.

“Nicole, I want you to share in my good fortune. You’re my woman, and you should look like it.”

“You mean I’m a reflection on you, so I had better look good?” I could hear the harsh judgment in my voice but had no control tonight. “I’m not your trophy girlfriend.”

“No one said you are. Jesus, what’s wrong with you? I bought you a present—and yes, as my woman, you should look expensive. I should apologize for wanting my lady to look good?” Joseph sighed and looked upward.

My face grew warm as I suddenly recalled Alonzo intoning, Be Daddy’s good little bitch. Joseph’s imperious word choice was infuriating, but at least I was his lady and not his bitch. I stood up and hugged him from behind. I was almost five eleven in my heels and could kiss his neck without stretching. “My bad. I skipped lunch today and I’m obviously feeling it,” I told him, nuzzling his neck.

He grabbed my hands and said without looking back at me, “You know, Nikki, no one has to be nice to you.”

Ugh. That was a phrase my mother endlessly repeated throughout my teen years. It stung coming out of Joseph’s mouth. “I know that, Joe, I just don’t like being told what to—”

Joseph continued as if I hadn’t said a word. “And you’re not the only one making life choices that have real consequences.” He spun around and cupped my chin in his hand. “Right now, I’m choosing you. Not because I have to, because I want to. Now please open your gift.”

I wished that my first thought wasn’t that he had a point. I saw the looks women on the street threw Joseph’s way. And I also knew by the way he would pull me closer when he caught the thirsty glances that Joseph Burke III, for all his high-handedness, truly did care for me. I opened the box to reveal an elongated diamond-encrusted triangle dangling from a thin flat silver chain. It was both elegant and slightly edgy.

“Joseph, this is so cool. It’s gorgeous,” I said sincerely.

“It reminded me of you the second I saw it,” he said, fastening it around my neck. We both assessed my reflection in the mirror. It sparkled against my chest and picked up the shine of the gloss I’d applied over my lipstick.

This had happened so many times before: The presumptuous self-assurance that I’d initially found so fascinating would irritate me. Then Joseph would call to invite me out to some hot new restaurant I never could have afforded on my own, or he’d give me an extravagant present, and my resistance would crumble. He was generous and smart and attractive. And I was damaged goods, a jumbo shrimp with imperfect morals and a mountain of credit card debt. Joseph made me feel like a better version of myself—in part, I hated to admit, because he thought I deserved him.

“I do love it,” I said quietly. “And I love you.”



The restaurant was right across Central Park from Joseph’s apartment, so we were only a few minutes late. I’d grown up in a house governed by the laws of CPT, which meant that my family was indiscriminately late to everything: movies, flights, graduations, weddings. In college, I’d been called out by more professors than I could count for lurching into class ten minutes after they’d begun to lecture. I couldn’t tell them that I’d grown up watching my professor parents race to their own classrooms, clutching their jackets over invariably disheveled outfits, papers spilling out of their respective weathered leather briefcases.

I don’t know what was more surprising: seeing my parents waiting at the table or that they had made it there on time. I stopped in my tracks, but Joseph’s hand on my lower back gently propelled me forward.

“What are they doing here?” I whispered over my shoulder as Joseph and I wove our way through the tables, the suited and bejeweled diners watching us appraisingly. It was one of the most expensive French restaurants in the city, and to the Upper East Side regulars, the Black folks coming into the dining room that evening must have seemed as endless as clowns streaming out of a Volkswagen Bug.

“I invited them,” he whispered back. “I didn’t tell you because I knew you’d find some reason to cancel.”

He wasn’t wrong. It had taken my mother months to start speaking to me after that fateful night at Krispy Kreme, and, even three years later, she hadn’t fully gotten over the incident. There had been no point trying to explain the anxiety I reflexively felt whenever Alonzo’s name hit the industry trades; Mom had no sympathy for me. My dad’s reaction was a little more protective, but I knew they both thought I had gotten myself into that mess and would have to deal with the consequences. Spending too much time with them was exhausting.

They had at least saved me some embarrassment by not telling Joseph why our relationship was strained. The downside was that he never understood why I rarely wanted to hang out with my sweet, scholarly mom and dad.

With just a few feet left before we got to the table, I could only grimace at Joseph before turning my head to my waiting parents with a bright smile.

“Joseph, come over here and give me some sugar,” Mom said as soon as we got within hearing distance. Her dark middle-parted bob was tucked behind both ears, and she turned her head from side to side, revealing the delicate gold earrings that Joseph had given her for Christmas. It didn’t matter that my mother’s heavy wool A-line skirt swirled awkwardly around her legs as she stood to embrace him or that she wore a shapeless white blouse and clunky oxfords. A slender five eight with taut mahogany skin stretching over high, wide cheekbones, huge black eyes that seemed to both absorb and reflect the low light of the dining room, and pouty lips, my mother was striking. She never wore makeup and still managed to outshine most women in the room.

My dad was wearing his customary night-out getup, straight from an L.L.Bean catalog: a shabby suit jacket, navy khakis, and brown penny loafers. He and my mom were the most handsome perennially rumpled couple most people had ever seen. Dad stood, gave me a big kiss, and twirled me around. “Ravishing as usual, Nikki,” he said, beaming while I hugged my mom.

“Except you’re wearing your hair up again,” my mom said as she took her seat. “What is the point of having all that hair if you never wear it down?”

Her barbs about my hair never failed to take me back to my childhood. When I was twelve years old, I made my mother remove me from Jack and Jill, an exclusive organization for future members of the Links and the Boulé and their well-heeled parents. My brown-skinned mama hadn’t passed their paper bag test when she was a girl but thought her light-skinned daughter would fit right in, not processing that my smudgy glasses, rubber-band braces, bony knees, and pimply cheeks were impressive to literally no one. “Whatever for?” she’d grumbled when I told her I’d had enough.

“The kids are snooty, and there’s a girl with blue eyes that all the boys freak out over. At the last meeting, this one boy made me get out of a chair because he wanted her to sit there. That’s when I called you to come and get me, and I’m not going back!” As I braced for potential retribution, Mom’s face remained weirdly expressionless as she processed the apparent premium blue eyes carried over my frizzy hair. We never spoke of Jack and Jill again, but she stopped allowing me to even get a trim. By the time I went to Howard University, my hair was a waist-length mess. One of the first things I did as a freshman was chop off six inches, which elicited such endless haranguing from my mom that going for a haircut still gave me hives.

Hair had remained a touchy subject, so it didn’t help when Joseph chimed in, “Hear, hear,” ignoring my glare.

My mom smiled at Joseph while I calculated how many days of “No, honey, I have a headache” he deserved for that comment. But when he gave me a mischievous wink and pulled my chair out for me, I subtracted a day. That man trafficked in charm.

“This necklace is beautiful,” Mom said, reaching out for the diamond sparkling in the restaurant’s soft light. “Is it new?”

“Just gave it to Nikki tonight,” Joseph proudly announced. “I like it when she sparkles.”

I expected my mom to deliver a lecture on the disastrous ramifi-cations of blood diamonds, but she gave him a playful smile. “So, when is she going to get a big diamond to wear on her hand?”

“Whoa, whoa,” I broke in. “We’re getting a little ahead of ourselves here.”

Thankfully, Dad noticed the sweat mustache starting to form above my lip. “So, Joseph, tell us about your fancy new job,” he said diplomatically.

As Joseph plunged into a long description of capital structure and accounting operations, all I could hear was the “wah wah wah” of Charlie Brown’s teacher. I hadn’t eaten since my morning bagel, and I was starving. The aroma of butter, garlic, and herbs was making me dizzy, and I fantasized about my steak frites until I felt someone shaking my shoulder.

“Hello, hello? Are you with us?” Mom was asking.

“Of course,” I said, having no idea what we were talking about. “Um, Joseph has been working so very hard for this promotion,” I tried.

This time everyone laughed at me, including my dad.

Mom shook her head. “You will never change, Nicole. I asked you how your job is going.”

“Oh, that. Great. Fabulous. Amazing,” I said unconvincingly. “In fact, today I came up with the theme for our January issue. Lucinda loved it. And now I’m in charge of a huge project.”

“You didn’t tell me that, Nikki. I thought you had a tough day
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