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Praise for the Author





Praise for Forty Acres:


 


‘A thought-provoking novel that, like a wave, builds strength and intensity. Smith has done something special here using as his primary tools earnest, straightforward language and an eye and ear that probe bone-deep. This story will resonate long after the last page has fallen.’ David Baldacci, #1 New York Times bestselling author of Absolute Power and King and Maxwell


 


‘Forty Acres is an absolutely enthralling thriller, one that also has the capacity to challenge the readers’ perceptions of right and wrong. With supreme confidence and a mastery of storytelling, the author asks hard questions, provides no easy answers … But delivers maximum suspense. It’s an unforgettable work by an amazing new voice.’ John Ridley, Academy award-winning screenwriter of 12 Years a Slave


 


‘Wow! Forty Acres is a thriller in a class all by itself – brilliant and scary. The characters are masterfully well-drawn – Martin was so vulnerable and his confusion grew on me so that I ultimately cared and worried about him. I was on the edge of my seat.’ Terry McMillan, New York Times bestselling author of Waiting to Exhale
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To the loving memory of my mother,


Barbara Ann Lewis


 


When I told her I wanted to make movies


she bought me a Super 8 camera.


When I told her I wanted to be a writer


she bought me a word processor.


When I told her I dropped out of college to chase a dream …


She yelled at me and told me to get a job.


Then she did everything she possibly could


to help me catch that dream.


Thanks, Mom.
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PROLOGUE





Louis Ward walked across the Green Hill Mall parking lot in Southdale, Minnesota, reading the back cover of the Seinfeld: The Complete Series DVD box set that he had just purchased.


He did not notice the black van with dark tinted windows creeping up behind him.


Louis, who sported a T-shirt bearing the Seinfeld logo, was a huge fan of the show. So was his wife of nine years, Becky. Unfortunately, when the $250 box set was released seven years ago Louis was between jobs and they couldn’t afford to splurge. They continued to watch the reruns on TV, of course, but what they really wanted were all those fun DVD extras. Today the Seinfeld box set was rereleased, slimmer and less expensive, and Louis had promised Becky that he’d pick it up after work so they could watch it tonight. Both he and Becky were Irish Catholics. Neither one of them had ever been to New York City, so they had little in common with the characters in their favorite show, but that didn’t matter. Louis and Becky both agreed that Seinfeld was the funniest show ever, period. Funnier than Lucy or The Honeymooners or any of those old black-and-white shows that people loved to bring up whenever Louis raved about Seinfeld. Those shows were great, sure, but Seinfeld was in a class by itself. Louis even credited Seinfeld with saving his marriage. When he and Becky went through that weird year of too little sex and too many fights, their shared love of Seinfeld kept them together when most couples would have just given up. For that reason alone, Seinfeld held a special place in Louis’s heart.


Unfortunately for Louis, his Seinfeld obsession would be a contributing factor in the nightmarish turn that his life was about to take.


As Louis reached his beat-up old Honda Civic and fished for his keys, he noticed the black van easing to a stop in the lane. Despite the vehicle’s opaque tinted windows, Louis paid no particular attention to the battered old vehicle. He just assumed it was some guy waiting to take his space. Sure, there were plenty of available spaces nearby, but some people were real particular about where they parked their car. Go figure.


Then Louis saw something crazy.


The side door of the van flew open and two men wearing ski masks rushed toward him. Louis only had time to think, What the hell? before the two men were on top of him. One of the men jabbed Louis in the chest with a stun gun. Louis shuddered as six million volts of electricity coursed through him. Another piercing jolt and suddenly the world spun and went dark.


The masked men tossed an unconscious Louis into the back of their van, slammed the door shut, and sped away.


Two hours later a Green Hill Mall security guard would cruise by and notice a beat-up old Honda with its driver’s side door hanging open. And even stranger, an unopened copy of Seinfeld: The Complete Series lying on the ground beside it.

















CHAPTER 1





Martin Grey stared out the backseat window at the crowd of reporters on the Foley Square Courthouse steps as the driver pulled the Lincoln Town Car to a stop. Martin watched as the first few newsmen noticed his arrival and bolted over, pursued by the rest. He watched as they swarmed around his car, tapping the windows, shouting questions, flashing their cameras. A pair of uniformed NYPD officers worked to hold back the mob, but they weren’t doing a great job.


Martin couldn’t believe it. The small civil rights lawsuit that he had begun working on two years ago had blown up into the biggest case of his career. And today was the finale. The closing arguments. Martin’s last chance to sway the jury and win justice for his client—not to mention a hefty payday of $25 million.


“Want me to try around the back?” the driver asked.


Martin shook his head. “No. There’ll just be twice as many back there. This is fine.” Martin grabbed his briefcase and reached for the door.


“Good luck, brother,” the driver said.


Martin couldn’t help smiling when the driver called him “brother.” Actually, they did look a little like genuine siblings. The driver appeared to be in his early thirties, like Martin. They were both average height with average builds. Even their neat, short-cropped hairstyles were similar. Martin noted that on the surface the only striking difference was that one gripped a steering wheel and the other a briefcase. Well, Martin was dressed a little sharper too.


Martin didn’t see the driver’s use of the label “brother” as a lack of respect, as some men in his position might. Martin took it instead as a sign of solidarity between two black men—something that Martin thought was sorely lacking in the African American community.


Martin slapped a ten-dollar tip into the driver’s hand. “I work too damn hard to rely on luck,” Martin said, “but today I’ll take all the help I can get.”

















CHAPTER 2





As Martin stepped out of the Town Car, the reporters closed in like vultures.


“Do you really think you have a chance against Damon Darrell?”


“Is it true Darrell offered you a last-minute deal?”


“Is Darrell the toughest attorney you’ve ever faced?”


There it was. The reason this case had skyrocketed into the media stratosphere. Damon Darrell, superstar attorney, jet-setter, and minor celebrity, was the opposing counsel. Every case that the flamboyant yet brilliant Darrell touched turned into a media circus. Especially a case like this.


Martin’s client was suing his employer of twenty years, Autostone Industries, the largest manufacturer of automobile tires in the world, for blatant acts of racial discrimination. Several of these incidents had been caught by security cameras inside the main factory. One video clip actually leaked and went viral on YouTube. The evidence seemed insurmountable, but in a shrewd maneuver Autostone retained not just a brilliant attorney but a brilliant African American attorney to mount its defense.


The press ate it right up; the irony was just too delicious to resist. And with Darrell fanning the flames with outrageous comments and courtroom antics, the crowd of reporters outside had exploded into a frenzied mob.


Martin knew that until he tossed the reporters a bone, they would make it difficult for him to pass. He paused and turned to face a cluster of lenses and microphones. “I’d prefer to reserve my comments for today’s closing arguments. Thank you.”


As Martin continued toward the entrance, a man shouted above the rest. “Better make your case out here, Grey, because inside you’re going to get crushed.”


Martin recognized that voice. He glanced back and spotted an impeccably dressed black man standing just outside the crush of reporters, flashing a familiar sly grin. The newsmen were so busy hounding Martin that they hadn’t noticed Damon Darrell looming behind them.


Damon Darrell was about Martin’s height and only eight years Martin’s senior, but his patented supreme confidence made him seem taller and shrewd beyond his years.


Martin watched the reporters turn in unison to focus their electronics on the naturally telegenic Damon.


“Are you going to win, Mr. Darrell?”


“What’s your confidence level, Mr. Darrell?”


Damon raised his hands to stifle the barrage of questions like a holy man beckoning his flock to order. “I only have one comment and that’s for Mr. Grey.”


Martin stood his ground as Darrell marched up the steps, cutting through the mob of riveted reporters, and squared off with him.


“Be careful today,” Damon warned. “I still have a few surprises for you.”


“Of course you do,” Martin answered. “Why would today’s sideshow be different from any other day?”


As the reporters laughed, Martin noticed the devilish smile on Damon’s face, the way Damon’s eyes twinkled with the glee of a man who feeds on confrontation.


Damon stepped even closer to Martin and laid a fatherly hand on his shoulder. “Today I bring out my big guns. That’s what’s different, Mr. Grey.” Then Damon continued up the marble steps and disappeared into the courthouse.


As the surrounding reporters clamored for a response, Martin could hear only Damon’s warning echoing over and over in his head. Sure, Martin realized that Damon’s posturing was just an act for the cameras, a shtick to nurture his legend, but there was still an intimidating air about the man. After all, behind all his shenanigans and theatrics, Damon Darrell was one of the best legal minds in the world.

















CHAPTER 3





Damon wasn’t kidding about bringing out the big guns.


After Martin’s concise twenty-five-minute summation, the entire courtroom sat enthralled as Damon Darrell delivered a closing that rivaled a one-man Broadway show. For ninety minutes he paced, pantomimed, and employed slick multimedia enhancements to underscore key moments.


Throughout the seven-day trial, instead of attempting to downplay the video evidence, Damon had embraced it. He argued that instead of filing a timely complaint, the plaintiff endured the abuse in view of the cameras with the intent of concocting a fat, juicy lawsuit. After summing this argument up in his closing, Damon drove home his case with a final statement designed to stick in the jury’s mind. “Mr. Watson wasn’t denied his civil rights,” Damon said with a chuckle. “He’s here trying to cash them in.”


Laughter erupted, which the judge silenced with a sharp strike of his gavel.


Retaking his seat, Damon flashed Martin a smile that said, Let’s see you top that, kid.


Martin knew Damon was right. How in the world would he be able to follow such a phenomenal presentation? Martin could stick to the standard point-by-point rebuttal, as planned, but in the wake of Damon’s fireworks he’d just bore the jury.


“Mr. Grey.” The judge stared down from the bench. “It’s eleven forty-five. Would you like to begin your rebuttal now or wait until after lunch?”


Even as the judge said it, Martin realized that this had to be another part of Damon’s strategy. Eat up the clock so that Martin would have to wrestle with the lunch break. With only thirty minutes until noon Martin had two choices. He could deliver his rebuttal after the break when the jury, drowsy from full bellies, would be less attentive, or he could ask the judge to postpone lunch until he finished. Not a great choice either, because the jury would blame him for their sore butts and growling stomachs.


Martin’s suspicion was confirmed when Damon suddenly stood up and addressed the bench. “Your Honor, if Mr. Grey would like to push back lunch so that he can deliver his closing, I’d be more than happy to comply—although my stomach might be less forgiving.”


Laughter filled the courtroom and Martin could see that annoying smirk on Damon’s face.


The judge turned to Martin. “Mr. Grey, how would you like to proceed?”


Martin was backed into a corner. The wrong decision now could do serious damage to his case. A case that, despite Damon’s best efforts, Martin felt was leaning in his client’s direction.


“Mr. Grey, I need a decision.”


Martin had an idea. It was risky, but after weighing all the options he was pretty sure it was his best play. Only one thing made him hesitate. This was a high-profile trial. The world was watching. If his ploy didn’t work, it could ruin his career.


“Mr. Grey!”


Martin stood up. “I’m ready to proceed now, Your Honor.”


“Are you requesting a postponement of lunch?”


“No. That won’t be necessary.”


The judge looked surprised. So did Damon.


Glancing at the clock, the judge warned, “You now only have fifteen minutes. Are you sure, Mr. Grey?”


A troubled murmur rippled through the gallery. Mr. Watson could sense something was wrong and shot Martin an anxious look. Martin reassured him with a confident nod, then turned back to the judge. “Absolutely sure, Your Honor.”


“Very well. Proceed.”


Martin could feel every eye in the courtroom staring as he approached the jury box. The textbook would tell you to smile when you approach the jury. Look friendly. Martin did the exact opposite. He paused and looked each juror straight in the eye. Not in anger but in extreme seriousness. A stern look that said, No more fun and games. When Martin finally spoke, his voice was firm and authoritative. A voice that could not be denied.


“My colleague took an hour and a half to try to convince you of what he claims was in my client’s mind. Something we can never know for sure. But what we do know for sure, what even Mr. Darrell agrees with, is that the video evidence clearly shows that my client, Mr. Watson, was a victim of repeated racial bias. I don’t need an hour and a half because the truth is plain to see. You know what justice requires of you. Thank you.”


As Martin strode back to his seat, he noticed that Damon’s ever-present smirk had vanished, replaced by an expression he had never seen on his opponent’s face before—uncertainty.


That was all the reassurance Martin needed.

















CHAPTER 4





The party filled the Jamaica, Queens, storefront law offices of Grey and Grossman. For nearly three years, Martin and his partner, Glen Grossman, had shared the cramped space with the two clerks they employed. With all the file cabinets and stacks of file boxes piled ceiling-high, there was never enough room, but on that glorious night, Martin’s friends, family, and colleagues drank champagne and danced around the tiny space as if they were inside a ballroom.


Printed headlines from law blogs and news websites papered the peeling walls.


“Autostone Defeated in Key Race Discrimination Case.”


“Autostone to Pay 25.5 Million for Civil Rights Violation.”


“Storefront Attorney Slays Corporate Giant.”


Martin, nursing a beer, stood back from the festivities in a fog of disbelief that had persisted since he watched the jury deliver the verdict. Martin had always believed he could win, but considering his legendary opponent, there had inevitably been a cloud of doubt. Still, Martin had pulled it out. He’d outfoxed the fox in front of the whole world and now nothing would be the same. His voicemail was already full with dozens of requests for television interviews. The publicity would attract bigger clients, not only for him but for Glen as well. Yes, sir, Martin thought, the clouds had cleared and now he could see forever. And forever looked pretty good.


“Why are you hiding in the corner?”


Martin turned and saw Glen Grossman approaching with his wife, Lisa, in tow. Both were holding drinks and were a little tipsy.


“This is all for you, amigo,” Glen said. “You should be out there celebrating.”


“I’m just taking it all in. You know, savoring the moment. Besides, this party isn’t just for me.” Martin wrapped an arm around Glen. “This is for us, partner. This is going to blow up Grey and Grossman, big-time. I hope you’re ready.”


Lisa chuckled. “Oh, he’s ready all right. I just caught him at his computer searching for new office space on Craigslist.”


Martin laughed. Yeah, that was Glen all right. Big dreams and an endless supply of energy to turn them into reality. Martin had met Glen while attending the NYU School of Law. Martin was an African American fresh out of Syracuse University. Glen was a New York Jew with an NYU undergraduate degree. They had differences too numerous to count, but one common thread shared by both their families was all that mattered.


In the sixties, Jewish lawyers played an invaluable role in the civil rights movement, and Glen’s grandfather had been one of the most dedicated. On a few occasions he had even worked directly with Reverend King, a fact that Glen often found cause to mention.


Martin’s grandfather owned a family bakery in Harlem but he had also been one of the movement’s top leaders in the Northeast. When he wasn’t pounding dough, he pounded the streets to organize marches and rallies. He was known not only for rallying protestors but for helping to feed them as well. It was at the famous ’63 March on Washington that Martin’s grandparents first met.


Trading stories about their ancestors’ bit parts in history soon transformed roommates into great friends. After graduating, they clerked at the ACLU’s New York office during the day and studied together for the bar exam at night. Just three years after they passed the bar, it was Glen’s crazy idea for them to team up and hang their own shingle. Martin had concerns that they weren’t ready, but Glen’s answer to that was, “We’ll get ready.” How could Martin argue with that?


The first year and a half had been tough, but with hard work and lots of hustle, cases started coming in, and soon they were making a respectable living specializing in civil rights cases.


Then the Autostone case walked in off the street along with the great Damon Darrell and suddenly the world was at their door.


“Hey, what’s Anna doing?” Lisa pointed across the room.


Martin turned and to his astonishment spotted his wife, Anna, climbing onto a desk, clutching a slip of paper.


“Stop the music,” Anna shouted over the din. “I have something to read.”


Martin watched, puzzled, as the radio died and everyone turned to face her. Even in the simplest of dresses Anna looked stunning. Every time Martin looked at her, he still couldn’t believe that Anna was his wife.


Anna held up the slip of paper and addressed the crowd. “I just printed this from the home page of Law Watch. It’s about Martin.”


Everyone applauded. Law Watch was the number one legal website in the world. Anna flashed a smile across the room at Martin, then began to read.




Lawyers on both sides of the Watson v. Autostone race discrimination trial on Thursday delivered their closing arguments to eight jurors, capping two weeks of testimony in the highly publicized courtroom battle. Defending Autostone, the esteemed Damon Darrell was in his usual impeccable form. He delivered a ninety-minute point-by-point closing. But in a surprising turn the opposing attorney, Martin Grey, delivered his closing in less than two minutes: a daring appeal to the jury’s common sense that brought down Darrell’s case like a collapsing circus tent. Less than twenty minutes after the lunch recess, the jury returned a verdict in the prosecution’s favor: $250,000 in compensatory and $25.5 million in punitive damages. The verdict is certain to be appealed but this David v. Goliath tale is already the break-room hot topic in every law firm in the land. With one keen swing of his slingshot, Martin Grey has thrust his tiny Queens firm of Grey and Grossman into the legal spotlight.





When Anna finished, her eyes were filled with tears and Martin was standing directly below her. The room erupted with applause. Martin eased Anna down from the table and into his arms.


“I’m so proud of you, baby,” Anna whispered. Then Martin and Anna kissed as if they were the only two people in the room. A familiar voice suddenly boomed over the fading applause. “Martin, I had no idea your wife was so beautiful.”


Everyone turned and stared at the sharply dressed man standing in the doorway holding two bottles of Dom Pérignon and wearing the biggest smile ever.


A puzzled Anna whispered to Martin, “Who invited him?”

















CHAPTER 5





Damon Darrell was the last person Martin expected to show up at the party, but of course, the man had a knack for doing the unexpected.


The crowd parted instinctively as Damon crossed the room to Martin. If Damon noticed the effect that his arrival had on those present, he never let it show. Damon handed Martin the two bottles of champagne, wearing a seemingly genuine smile. “I just wanted to stop by and convey my congratulations.”


Martin did his best to conceal his surprise and thanked him for the gesture.


“Not at all,” Damon said. “What happens during the trial is all business, right? Nothing personal. I’m here as a fellow attorney who admires your work. You’re one hell of a trial lawyer.”


“Thanks. You’re not so bad yourself.”


Damon laughed and Martin was relieved that he did. This was still Damon Darrell. Sure, Martin had just beaten him, but the list of important cases Damon had won was long and impressive. Hey, even Hank Aaron struck out sometimes.


Before Martin had a chance to do the honors, Damon introduced himself to Anna. Damon didn’t hide the fact that he was taken by Anna’s beauty. He shook Anna’s hand with a seducer’s smile, then turned to Martin. “Mr. Grey, if I had known that you possessed the verbal skills to persuade a woman this beautiful to marry you, I never would have underestimated you.”


Martin was surprised to see Anna blush at the remark. She was usually a tougher audience than that.


When Glen marched over, Martin grew a little tense. Throughout the trial Glen had made plenty of critical remarks about Damon. He respected Damon’s skills as a litigator, but he couldn’t get past the idea of the most powerful black attorney siding with the racists that ran Autostone. He was convinced Damon was only in it for the money.


Glen stuck out his hand. “I’m Martin’s partner, Glen—”


Damon grabbed Glen’s hand. “Glen Grossman. Of course. Nice to finally meet the other half of the dream team. You were on that class action against Texaco last year, weren’t you?”


“Yeah, that was me,” Glen said, surprised. Texaco had been the firm’s biggest case before Autostone surfaced. They settled for five million and Glen was proud of every penny.


“You did a great job,” Damon said. “Nice settlement. I doubt I could have done any better.”


“Yeah, right.” Glen chuckled. “I’m sure you would have squeezed twice that out of them.”


Martin couldn’t believe it. First Damon charmed Anna, and now Glen?


After Glen’s introduction of Lisa and a few more minutes of conversation, Damon said he had to run off to some meeting, but there was one more reason he had crashed the party.


“My wife and I are hosting a little dinner party Friday night,” he said to Martin. “And we would love for you and Anna to come. Fair warning, it’s ridiculously formal, but the upside is my wife is an amazing hostess.”


Surprised, Martin turned to Anna. He could see the excitement in her eyes as well. Darrell’s great wealth and circle of celebrity friends were well documented in the tabloids. A chance to mingle in those circles, even for one night, sounded like great fun.


Damon said to Glen, “Really wish I could invite you and your lovely wife as well. Unfortunately, my wife plans these gatherings down to the smallest detail. I’m only able to squeeze them in because of a last-minute cancellation. Sorry.”


“No, that’s okay,” Glen said, wrapping an arm around Lisa. They both hid their disappointment behind pleasant smiles. “Maybe next time.”


Damon turned back to Martin. “So, shall I give my wife your RSVP?”


Anna glanced at Martin. She wasn’t happy about it, but she understood what her husband had to do.


Martin frowned at Damon. “I really appreciate the invitation, but I think we’ll wait for the next—”


“No, no, no,” Glen said. “Don’t be silly. You two go and have a great time. It’s all right. Really.”


“You guys have to go,” Lisa added. “Then you can tell us all about it. Every detail.”


“Good. Then it’s settled,” Damon said. He slapped Martin on the arm. “I’ll have someone email you the information. See you Friday.”


As Damon Darrell made a quick exit, Martin noticed the troubled look on Anna’s face. “What’s wrong?”


“He said the party was formal.”


Martin rolled his eyes. “Let me guess. You have nothing to wear.”


“Not just me,” Anna said. “What about you? All you have are those old suits you wear every day.”


“Have you two forgotten why we’re celebrating?” Glen said as he grabbed a bottle of champagne from Martin. “The law firm of Grey and Grossman is about to receive a big, fat contingency check. I’m sure you two can afford to do a little shopping.”


They all laughed as, pop! Glen freed the cork and let the champagne flow.

















CHAPTER 6





Behind the wheel of his Jeep Grand Cherokee, Glen double-checked his rearview mirror, then turned to Lisa. His voice was urgent. “This is going to sound nuts but I think we’re being followed.”


“What?”


“That van behind us. I think he’s following us.”


Lisa turned in her seat and peered out the back window. She spotted the battered black van in the lane behind them. The van was two car lengths back, which seemed about right for the speed they were traveling, and nothing seemed menacing about the way it was being driven. Lisa turned back to Glen. “What makes you think it’s following us?”


“It’s been right behind us ever since we left the party.”


Glen and Lisa had slipped out early because Lisa had a flight to catch the next morning. Lisa ran a small decorating business and was headed to Vegas to attend a big home show. From the moment they drove off, Glen had noticed that black van trailing them. At first he didn’t pay much attention to it. Just another pair of headlights in the dark streets of New York City. But after traveling fifteen minutes on the Long Island Expressway, crossing the Midtown Tunnel, and heading downtown on Second Avenue, the same route he took home every night, that black van was still behind them.


Lisa sighed. “Are you sure it’s even the same van?”


Glen glanced in the rearview mirror. The van’s front bumper had an Obama sticker on it. He’d noticed the sticker the first time he spotted the van. “Yeah, it’s definitely the same van.”


“Glen, I’m sure it’s just a coincidence.”


“For a few blocks maybe, but every single turn for the last fifteen minutes? Doesn’t that seem odd to you?”


“Okay, it’s a weird coincidence. But it’s still just a coincidence.”


Glen shot his wife a look. He knew he had a tendency to see a conspiracy in every shadow—his nightly weed smoking didn’t exactly help his paranoid tendencies either—but this was different. This was real.


“I’m telling you,” Glen said. “That guy is following us.”


“Glen, why would anyone be following us?”


“I don’t know. Maybe to carjack us.”


“For this old piece of junk? Be for real.”


Then it struck Glen. It was so obvious that he was surprised he hadn’t realized it before. “Of course.”


Lisa could see the fear building in Glen’s eyes. “What? What’s wrong?”


“My law firm just beat one of the biggest corporations in the country out of $26 million. Maybe they want revenge. Huge companies like Autostone kill people all the time. They have hit men on the payroll to take care of anyone who gets in their way. Eliminate the competition. How do you think they get so big in the first place?”


Lisa rolled her eyes. “Do you even hear yourself?”


“Yes. And it makes perfect sense. Martin is probably being followed too. Shit! I better warn him.”


Glen reached for the cell phone on the dash, but Lisa grabbed it first. “That’s it, stop the car.”


“What?”


“There’s only one way to settle this craziness,” Lisa said. “Pull over and see what happens.”


“Are you serious? What if I’m right?”


“Glen, if you don’t stop this car right now, I’m going to scream. I swear.”


Glen frowned, then swung the Grand Cherokee over to the curb and pulled to a stop. They watched in silence as the black van sped by, continued down the dark street, and disappeared around the corner.


Glen looked almost disappointed to see the van drive off without incident.


“You see?” Lisa couldn’t help rubbing it in a bit. “No corporate boogeymen. Can we go home now?”


Glen frowned as he shifted the SUV into drive and pulled away from the curb. “I still think they were following us.”


“I know. That’s the sad part. I keep telling you to cut back on that stuff.”


If Glen had been watching the road instead of glaring at his wife, he might have spotted the black van parked just around the nearest corner. Idling in the shadows. Headlights off. Its occupants watching as the Grand Cherokee zoomed by.

















CHAPTER 7





As Martin wheeled his Volvo into his leaf-strewn driveway, he saw with new eyes the handsome two-story brick house that he and Anna called home. Two years ago, when they had closed on the Forest Hills property, they were thrilled as could be. For both, it was their first experience purchasing a property. The price matched their budget, the square footage exceeded their expectations, and although the neighborhood was predominantly Caucasian, there were enough nonwhite households in the area to make Anna and Martin feel comfortable. Most of all, though, the little brick house symbolized that Martin’s career was finally taking off and held the promise that someday soon they’d be able to start a family. But now, with Martin looking at undreamed-of success, he realized that in a few months he’d be able to afford three or four houses just like it and could live in almost any neighborhood he wanted.




*





Martin headed straight for the kitchen and started rummaging through the refrigerator. Anna frowned. “Why didn’t you eat something at the party?”


“I did,” Martin said. “I’m still hungry.”


Anna shook her head as Martin pulled the makings for a sandwich out of the fridge.


“I can’t wait to see what’s on the menu at Damon’s house,” Martin said as he put the finishing touches on his sandwich.


Anna frowned again. “I feel kinda guilty about Glen and Lisa. Don’t you?”


Martin tugged Anna into his arms. “Damon’s party is nothing,” Martin assured her. “Lots of exciting things are going to happen for us now. For Glen and Lisa too. Trust me.”


Anna purred, “Would one of those exciting things need to be potty-trained?”


Martin smiled. “Besides being beautiful and smart, are you a mind reader too?”


“Absolutely. You didn’t know?”


“Okay, tell me what I’m thinking.” Then Martin kissed her. Long and deep. “Well?”


Anna wore a wicked smile as she pressed her body closer to his. “I don’t need psychic powers to tell what you’re thinking. I can feel it.”


Martin grabbed Anna by the hand and pulled her up the stairs toward the bedroom.

















CHAPTER 8





Whoa! Check that out!” Martin pointed to a sleek black helicopter perched on a stretch of rolling lawn as he drove through the gates of Damon Darrell’s Bedford, New York, estate. Other residents of the affluent hamlet, like Donald Trump and Ralph Lauren, might not be impressed by such a sight, but Martin gaped like a kid at the Macy’s parade.


After passing the aircraft, Martin wheeled his Volvo around a broad circular driveway lined with luxury automobiles.


“That one cost almost as much as the helicopter,” Martin said, pointing to a midnight-blue Bugatti Veyron.


“That’s wonderful,” Anna murmured without looking up from her dress. She was way too nervous to give a damn about rich boys’ toys. She and Martin had decided to crack the piggybank and splurge on new outfits for the dinner party. Martin bought himself an Armani tuxedo, which he looked fantastic in, and Anna found the perfect Chanel evening gown. The simple black dress was the most expensive piece of clothing that Anna had ever owned. But now, as they wound closer and closer to Darrell’s magnificent home, Anna had the sinking feeling that her little Chanel just wasn’t enough.


Martin noticed Anna’s anxious expression. “Don’t worry, baby. You look fantastic.”


“You’re my husband, you’re supposed to say that.”


“You’re right. Actually, you look terrible.”


“Not funny.”


Martin chuckled as he pulled to a stop in front of the sprawling Georgian gray-stone mansion. The ivy-laced columns that lined the facade were so tall that they seemed to hold up the night sky.


Two uniformed valets assisted the couple out of their car. As Martin and Anna approached the elegant wrought-iron front door, Martin whispered to Anna, “You really do look beautiful.”


“Thanks.” Anna took her husband’s hand and held her breath. “Here we go.”


A smiling servant opened the door before they could ring the bell and beckoned them inside with a sweep of his hand. Martin and Anna stepped through the door.

















CHAPTER 9





They were all black. That’s the first thing Martin noticed when he and Anna entered the parlor where the other guests were chatting while enjoying wine and hors d’oeuvres.


The house was even more beautiful inside than Martin had imagined. He didn’t know the first thing about interior design, antiques, or paintings, but he was certain that everything inside the Darrell home was the best. But as fantastic as the mansion was, nothing impressed Martin more than the roomful of guests.


There were four other couples besides Martin and Anna in attendance. The men wore perfectly tailored tuxedos. The women were all draped in designer gowns and adorned with glittering jewelry.


And they’re all black, Martin kept mentally repeating to himself. He just wasn’t expecting that. Of course, with Damon Darrell hosting, he knew that at least a few of the couples would be of African descent. But all of them? The idea had just never entered his mind.


The queer smile he got from Anna told Martin that she too was surprised by the complexion of the guest list.


“There they are,” Damon bellowed as he strode across the room with a beautiful woman by his side. Damon thanked them both for coming, then introduced his wife, Juanita.


Martin had seen photographs of Juanita Darrell in magazines, but nothing had prepared him for just how stunning she looked in person. Statuesque is the word that popped into his mind. Like a fashion model in one of those two-inch-thick women’s magazines that Anna always thumbed through but never seemed to read.


Juanita welcomed them with a smile worthy of a queen and complimented Anna on her gown. Anna countered by praising Juanita’s beautiful home, and their hostess seemed genuinely flattered by the comments.


“I apologize for rushing off,” Juanita said, more to Anna than to Martin, “but there are still a few fires to put out. We’ll chat later.” Then she was gone.


Damon took Anna’s arm. “Come on, let me introduce you two to everyone.” He ushered them to where the rest of the guests were gathered. “Attention, please,” Damon proclaimed in a booming, formal tone that made Martin smile. “May I present Martin Grey and his beautiful wife, Anna.”


Martin and Anna were greeted with smiles and warm hellos. The oldest couple in the group was the first to step forward. They were probably in their sixties but wore their age well. The distinguished-looking man shook Martin’s hand firmly.


“A pleasure to meet you. I’m Solomon Aarons and this is Betty, my wife.”


Martin paused, surprised. Did he hear right? “Did you say Solomon Aarons? CEO of AFG?”


Solomon smiled kindly. There was a calmness about the man, as if he owned the world and it wasn’t a big deal. “That’s what it says on my office door.”


Martin couldn’t help appearing a little stunned. The financial world wasn’t something that he kept track of, but even he knew that American Financial Group was a big deal. After the recent economic meltdown, it was maybe one of the biggest brokerage firms on Wall Street, and Solomon Aarons, its savior CEO, was known as a financial genius.


“Everything okay?” Solomon asked.


“Sorry,” Martin said, “it’s—well—”


“Say it,” Damon prodded Martin with devilish grin. “You didn’t know that the CEO of AFG was black.”


Martin smiled sheepishly to Solomon. “He’s right. I mean I’ve heard of you, but wow, I had no idea.”


Solomon laughed along with other guests. “No need to apologize, young man. Believe me, I’m quite used to it.”


Martin noticed Anna smiling at him along with the others. “Did you know Solomon Aarons was a black man?”


Anna nodded. “Of course I did. He was profiled in Time and Fortune last year, baby.”


Betty Aarons chuckled at Martin’s touch of embarrassment, then bowed her head to Anna. “Good for you, young lady. Looks like us girls take the early lead tonight.”


A man sporting a mane of shoulder-length dreadlocks, wire-rim glasses, and an African beaded necklace over his tux stepped forward and laid a sympathetic hand on Martin’s shoulder. “Don’t sweat it, my brother. The sad truth is 57 percent of black males over the age of thirty would not be able to name the CEO of any corporation.”


“Black CEO, white CEO, doesn’t matter,” the attractive woman at his side added.


“Is that a fact?” Martin said, intrigued. “I must admit I’ve never heard that statistic before. I wonder if the numbers would be different for whites.”


“Ah, now there’s an interesting question,” the man said with a smile. He stuck out his hand. “Kwame Jones. And this”—he gestured to the woman beside him—“is my queen, Olaide.”


Olaide’s gown was a unique mix of a haute couture cocktail dress and African tribal ceremonial dress. Anna gushed over the outfit, and Olaide confided that it had been made for her by an up-and-coming designer who only worked with 100 percent natural fabrics and dyes.


Martin noticed that unlike the other guests, who were all sipping wine, Kwame and Olaide were drinking sparkling water.


“Kwame and Olaide are co-owners of one of the biggest advertising firms in the country,” Damon said. “They specialize in the African American market. You want to sell something to black people, you have to go through them.”


“Got it,” Martin said. “That explains the statistics.”


“Statistics, demographics.” Olaide shrugged. “Same difference.”


“True, true,” Kwame said. “And to answer your question, the white male in the exact same economic subset is far more likely to be familiar with—”


“Kwame, for Christ’s sake,” a tall bear of a man interrupted. “Give the man a chance to anesthetize himself with a few drinks before you pummel him with one of your social science lectures.”


Kwame laughed along with the others. “Fine, fine. Just trying to elevate the conversation a little.”


Damon introduced the big man as Tobias Stewart, founder and owner of Tobias Media. Martin didn’t know much about the company except that they owned and operated an insane number of cable networks, radio stations, and newspapers in every corner of the United States and Europe.


The media giant was something of a giant in the flesh as well, but despite his three-hundred-plus pounds, Martin thought that Tobias appeared quite dignified in what could only be a custom-made tux. The svelte beauty dangling from Tobias’s arm, his wife, Margaret, helped a great deal to tame the burly man’s appearance.


Tobias gave Martin a slap on the arm. “I’m ten grand richer because of you.”


“Glad I could help. But I have absolutely no idea what you’re talking about.”


“I placed a little bet on the trial,” Tobias explained. “I knew Damon couldn’t win ’em all.”


“You bet on the trial? I didn’t even know that was possible.”


“You gotta get out of the courtroom more often, counselor. People will bet on anything. You just gotta know who’s taking the action.”


“Let me guess,” Martin said. “I was a thousand-to-one shot and you dropped ten bucks on me.”


Tobias’s thunderous laughter was as jolly as he looked. “No. It wasn’t that lopsided, but close. Hey, tell you what, next time you got a sure winner, you give me a call. I’ll cut you a percentage.”


Martin wasn’t quite sure if Tobias was joking or not, but he decided to give him the benefit of the doubt and just laugh it off. “Thanks but no thanks. Disbarment’s not exactly good for business.”


Everybody laughed, Tobias louder than all the rest combined. The big man swatted Martin on the arm again. “You’re all right for a lawyer.”


Martin winced and resisted the urge to rub his arm. “Ah, thanks.”


Finally Damon introduced the last couple, Carver Lewis and his wife, Starsha. They were the youngest couple at the party. If Martin had had to guess, he would have said that they were both in their late twenties. Various tattoos peeked from beneath Starsha’s clingy gown as if they were anxious to come out and join the party.


For Martin, Carver Lewis needed no introduction. Whenever Martin burned the midnight oil to prepare for a case, he liked to leave the muted television on for company—something other than a legal document or law book to glance at once in a while. Often when Martin would look up, he’d see Carver Lewis on an infomercial hawking his get-rich-quick real estate books and DVDs.


Carver was a high-profile real estate speculator who had found a lucrative niche by specializing in what some of his competitors called insanely risky deals. Then Carver got really clever. Instead of selling properties, Carver began to peddle his reputation as a real estate guru. Martin remembered reading somewhere that Carver Lewis had made ten times the money from his late-night infomercials than he ever had with his broker’s license.


“I recognize you from TV,” Martin said as he shook Carver’s hand. “You’re very convincing.”


Carver replied wearing a strained smile. “Thanks … I think. I’m not sure ‘convincing’ is a compliment.”


“I just mean that you’re a good salesman,” Martin said.


“The only thing I’m selling is a way for ordinary people to dramatically improve their quality of life,” Carver said. “It’s a legitimate business like anything else. I’ve made a lot of people rich. No ‘convincing’ needed.”


“I’m happy for you,” Martin said, with only a twinge of sarcasm. It was obvious that the young entrepreneur felt a need to prove something to his older and more accomplished friends, but Martin was not about to let the insecure punk walk all over him. Martin reached into his jacket and pulled out his wallet. “In fact, you totally sold me. Do you take Amex or MasterCard?”


While the other guests laughed, Carver’s eyes drilled into Martin. “Funny. That’s real damn funny.”


“Carver!” Solomon barked at the younger man. “Enough.”


Carver deflated, his deep respect for Solomon apparent.


Damon broke the tension by wrapping an arm around Carver. Then Damon winked at Martin. “Don’t mind Carver here. He works too hard. I keep telling him, ‘Relax. Take it easy.’”


“What do you mean?” Carver said with a smirk. “Easy’s my middle name.”


They all laughed, including Martin and Anna.


Juanita glided into the parlor. “So, is everybody nice and hungry?”

















CHAPTER 10





Two years before, for their third anniversary, Martin had decided to splurge and take Anna out to a five-star restaurant. At the time, the firm was three years old and past all the growing pains that come with starting a new business, and Martin’s bank account was beginning to reflect the fact.


Martin picked an elegant restaurant near Central Park called San Domenico that people raved about. He and Anna were not disappointed. The atmosphere, the food, and the service were all perfect.


Martin remembered that magical evening at San Domenico as the best dining experience of his entire life. Until that dinner party at Damon Darrell’s house.


He experienced a seven-course gourmet tour de force, served by a crack team of uniformed waiters. The menu favored fresh, local ingredients. Several of the dishes were delicious modern interpretations of Southern classics, as though an elderly aunt’s cookbook had been translated by a five-star French chef. It was intoxicating, and Martin found himself anticipating each course, waiting to be surprised by whatever came out of the kitchen.


The conversation at the table was light and pleasant for the most part. Much of it focused on Martin and Damon’s courtroom skirmish. Surprisingly, despite their all being guests in Damon’s home, no one seemed hesitant to voice delight at Autostone’s defeat. Tobias went so far as to exclaim, “Those rednecks got what they deserved. Amen.” Damon, meanwhile, did not appear to be in the least offended by these comments. The seasoned attorney just kept smiling and stayed true to his role as the gracious host.


As the dinner went on, it struck Martin that several of his fellow guests almost seemed to be studying him. Whenever he looked up from his plate, he would notice one or more of the men watching him. Not in a glancing way, but in a more intent, inquisitive way. There was even an awkward moment when a passing glance at Carver turned into a brief staring contest. Flooded with self-consciousness, Martin finally looked away. What the hell was going on? Had he said something wrong?


Anna, seated opposite Martin, shot a look across the table that asked, Are you okay?


Martin pivoted his face side to side to show both cheeks and gestured to the front of his tux, hoping his wife might spot a crumb or stain that would explain the odd attention.


Anna shook her head, then silently mouthed the words, “Relax. You’re fine.”


Anna’s reassurance had the effect of a soothing neck rub. She was right, of course. In such distinguished company, who wouldn’t feel a little paranoid? Chill out, Mr. Grey, a little voice in his head said.


Martin winked at Anna, then picked up his wineglass and took a long, relaxing sip.

















CHAPTER 11





After dinner the husbands and wives split into two separate groups. The wives retired to the living room for after-dinner cocktails, while the men followed Damon down a long hallway to what he called his game room.


It was a rich man’s playpen. Plush leather furniture, vintage pinball machines, a high-tech home theater setup, a beautiful hand-carved billiards table, and the centerpiece of it all, a fully stocked bar that would rival the city’s finest watering holes.


Damon proceeded to play bartender, a role he appeared to enjoy very much. He prepared each of his guest’s favorite drinks without asking them. For Solomon, Damon cracked open a bottle of thirty-year-old single-malt scotch. For Tobias, he poured a tall foaming glass of imported beer. For Carver, a straight double shot of Stoli. And lastly, for Kwame, a tall glass of tomato juice with a sprig of parsley and a fresh carrot stick.


After receiving their drinks, each man helped himself to a fat Cuban from the antique humidor at the end of the bar, then flopped down onto the plush leather furniture and kicked his feet up.


Martin noticed that this entire evening seemed quite routine to the other men—the conversation before and after dinner, the way the men automatically separated from the women after the meal, and having Damon mix their drinks with barely a word spoken. Martin had assumed that the dinner was a special event, but this was clearly a gathering that occurred quite regularly.


“And what will you have?” Damon asked Martin, the only guest still standing at the bar.


“Vodka tonic.”


“Stoli, Belvedere, Grey Goose? You name it, I got it.”


“Stoli sounds good.”


Damon mixed Martin’s drink and garnished it with a perfectly cut double helix of lemon and lime peels. For himself Damon poured another glass of scotch. Then Damon pulled open his humidor with a flourish.


“Help yourself. Cubans. Best in the world.”


Martin waved them off. “No thanks. I don’t smoke.”


Someone snorted. Martin looked over and saw that it was Carver. The young millionaire shook his head in dismay, as if Martin had just turned down a million dollars. “A good cigar isn’t smoking; it’s more like living.”


The other men nodded in agreement as they blew smoke at ceiling.


“The kid’s right,” Damon said to Martin as he unbanded and snipped the ends. “Nothing like a good cigar.” Damon held out the ready-to-be-lit Cuban. “Are you sure?”


Martin was tempted to give in just for the sake of fitting in, but the risk of choking on the smoke and looking like a total pussy was too high. “No. Maybe another time.”


“Suit yourself.” Damon shrugged, then he flicked flame from a gold lighter and puffed the cigar to life.


Martin noticed framed photographs hanging on the wall behind the bar. Shots of Damon, Solomon, Tobias, and Kwame on various white-water rafting trips. The changing waistlines and hairstyles visible in the different photographs told Martin that these images were taken over a span of at least a decade. Carver appeared in several of these vacation shots as well, but only the more recent ones. Martin guessed that the oldest photograph that included Carver was only about three years old.


Damon noticed Martin looking at the photos. “You ever been white-water rafting?”


Martin laughed at the very thought. He was a city boy, born and bred. The closest he ever came to white-water rafting was a thrill ride at Great Adventure amusement park called Roaring Rapids. And he’d hated that. “Nope,” Martin said. “Not much white water in New York.”


“We sneak away a few times a year,” Damon said. “Nice change of pace, you know?”


“Looks fun.”


“Oh, it’s fun all right.” Damon smiled at the other men. “I can honestly say it has changed my life.”


Wearing grins, the men all nodded in agreement.


Martin found their enthusiasm a bit odd; none of these guys, with the exception of Tobias, looked like the rugged outdoor type. More than likely, Martin thought, these trips were just an excuse to get away from their wives. They probably spent more time drinking and gambling than taming the rapids.


Instead of crossing the room to sit with the others, Damon insisted on giving Martin a tour of his game room. Damon showed off his billiards table, which he said had been custom built for James Brown and acquired when the deceased Godfather of Soul’s estate was auctioned off. Next Damon showed Martin his collection of vintage pinball machines dating back to the fifties, all fully restored and in perfect operating order.


“And over here are my most significant possessions,” Damon said, leading Martin to a large glass display cabinet. It took up an entire wall and looked like the sort of thing that you would find in a museum. And, indeed, the strange array of items inside that cabinet would have been right at home in a museum.


Heavy iron restraints, rusted and corroded with age. Chains, leg irons, wrist shackles, steel collars, wooden neck and wrist stocks. Crude, medieval hardware all used for one purpose.


Martin knew what the items were before Damon spoke.


“All of these objects were used to capture and imprison African slaves,” Damon told him with heavy eyes. “These very devices may have been used on my ancestors. Or yours.”


Staring at the items, Martin couldn’t help wondering what it would feel like to be burdened with one of those inhuman devices. To be collared like a wild animal. The mere thought sickened him. “Why do you collect these things?”


“A reminder. A motivator. Black men have an anger in them. Many are consumed by that anger and it ruins them. It’s undeniable. Just watch the nightly news or visit a prison. All my life I’ve used that anger to drive me.”


At the center of the display a framed antique document glowed in the beam of a warm spotlight. The paper was tinged and cracked with age. The old-style cursive writing was faded and difficult to read. Damon gazed at the document with a gleam of pride. “Do you know what that is?”


Martin could only make out a few words and numbers and a signature, but even for a document so old, the format was unmistakable. “It looks like some sort of contract.”


Damon smiled. “That’s right. It’s the contract used to purchase my great-great-grandfather when he was first brought over here on a slave ship.” Damon pointed to one name among a column of blurred names. “It’s hard to make out, but that’s him right there.”


Martin’s eyes widened. “How in the world did you find this?”


“It wasn’t as hard as you’d think. They documented everything back then. Of course, it was pure luck that the document was still around.”


Martin stared at the antique contract with new eyes. He knew intellectually that the slave trade had been a thriving and very lucrative industry, but to stand before a legal record of such cruelty was, for a lawyer, a vivid reminder of how integrated African bondage had been with everyday American life for centuries.


“Inspiring, isn’t it?” Damon said. “Our ancestors were dragged here in chains. Now look at us.” He gestured toward the other guests lounging in his high-tech playpen.


When Martin turned, he noticed that the other men were all watching him. Fixed on him.


“Every last man in this room,” Damon went on, “could buy the bastards who enslaved our forefathers a thousand times over.”


“I’ll drink to that shit,” Carver said, raising his glass. Damon and Martin walked over to join in on the toast as crystal clinked.


Martin had to admit to himself that he had been more than a little intimidated when he first walked in the door and found himself in the company of some of the most powerful men in the country. Who was he really? A storefront lawyer with some recent success but nothing compared to these titans. But at that moment, in the presence of a ghost that haunted all their pasts, he was beginning to feel like he belonged.


Martin stared back at the cabinet of slavery artifacts. “It is inspiring. Especially now that we have a black president.”


This comment did not get the reaction Martin expected. To Martin’s surprise, a couple of the men snorted. Others rolled their eyes. They were reacting as if he had just said he’d voted for McCain or Romney.


“I say something wrong?”


“Not wrong,” Kwame said. “Just ignorant. And I mean that in the truest sense of the word, brother. Not an insult.”


The others nodded in agreement.


“You’re saying nobody here voted for Obama?”


“Of course we did,” Tobias bellowed at Martin. “You’re missing the point.”


“Okay, what is the point?”


Damon wrapped an arm around Martin’s shoulder. “Look, we all support brother Barack, but there’s a bigger picture. And in that bigger picture his presidency does more harm than good.”


“I can’t wait to hear what you mean by that.”


Solomon gestured to an empty chair. “Have a seat, Martin, and allow us to enlighten you.”

















CHAPTER 12





Your Martin seems like a wonderful man,” Juanita said through a perfect smile as she sat down beside Anna on the sofa. “You’re very lucky.” The women were all gathered in a cozy sitting room decorated with Darrell family photos. Juanita and Damon had two boys, both from Damon’s first marriage. Both were in college studying pre-law to follow in their dad’s formidable footsteps. As they sipped wine and martinis, the wives traded stories on two topics: their children and their latest shopping adventures. Anna politely engaged in some of this idle chitchat, but her thoughts were nagged by how provincial it all seemed. A hundred years ago, maybe even fifty, having the men and women split into two camps after dinner might have been acceptable, but in the twenty-first century it just seemed a little backward. After making the rounds and spending time with the other women, Juanita had finally made it over to Anna.


All the women seemed to agree that Martin was handsome and smart and that Anna was very lucky to have him. Anna did not disagree, of course. Martin was terrific, and hearing a roomful of beautiful women gush over him only served to remind her just how fortunate she was. Their praise also reminded Anna to keep her man happy—or else some young thang or an unhappy wife would be more than eager to snap him up.


One of the wives turned to Juanita and asked, “So, what do you think? Will they ask him? Martin seems to fit right in.”


Juanita shrugged. “It’s hard to tell, but Martin does seem like the perfect candidate.”


“Perfect candidate for what?” Anna asked.


The wives all exchanged an uncertain look.


“What? What is it?”


Juanita leaned closer to her. “You see, Damon and the fellas have this little club. Every three months or so they go on these so-called male bonding trips to prove how macho they are.”


The wives shook their heads. Anna could see that this was not their favorite topic. “Where do they go on these trips?”


“Would you believe,” Juanita said, “white-water rafting?”


Anna’s brow furrowed. “Wait … you mean like in those flimsy little rubber boats?”


“That’s right,” Juanita said. “And no river guide or survival expert along with them either. Just a group of black desk jockeys splashing around on some violent river in the middle of nowhere. You ever heard of anything so crazy?”


Anna had expected to hear camping or fishing or, at the very worst, hunting, but nothing as arduous as white-water rafting. Juanita was right. Their husbands weren’t athletes, they were businessmen. “That does sound pretty dangerous,” Anna said.


Juanita snorted. “Yeah, well, you just try telling them that. Sure, they swear it’s safe, but you know men—always pushing to prove their manliness.”


“She’s right,” Olaide Jones said. “And that especially applies to the ones who just push paper all day. I’ve seen actual studies.”


Tobias’s wife, Margaret, shook her head. “Men are so damn dense.”


From their faces, Anna could tell that these wives had been down this road a million times.


Juanita made an almost imperceptible signal with her hand, and a server began to refill their wineglasses. “We can’t stop them,” Juanita said to Anna, “so instead we’ve found a distraction.”


“And what’s that?”


“When they go on one of their little jaunts, we take a trip of our own. A shopping trip. Paris. Rome. Milan.”


Anna stifled a gasp. “Halfway around the world just to shop?”


“Oh, we get in a few sights and museums between boutiques. But shopping is key. You wouldn’t believe how it calms the nerves. Right, ladies?”


The wives laughed and clinked their glasses.


“So, what do you think about Dubai?” Juanita asked Anna. “That’s where we were thinking about going next.”


“You really think they’ll ask Martin to join?”


“Are you kidding?” Juanita said. “Damon will ask him for sure. If only to have Martin around so that he can get some revenge. My Damon is not a good loser.”

















CHAPTER 13





Damon refreshed everyone’s drink, then rejoined the other men in the sitting area. A haze of tobacco smoke lingered over the group like a brewing storm.


Martin was the only one seated with his back to a wall. So, despite the fact that the sofa and chairs were arranged in a cozy, informal circle, Martin could not shake the irrational notion that all the men were facing him. He almost felt as if he were on trial.


“Look at it this way,” Solomon said to Martin. “Now that Barack’s in office, a lot of white people are thinking, Now we’re even. Now we can forget slavery and racism is finished. Our hands are finally clean.” Solomon slapped his hands together as if brushing away filth. “Of course, everyone in this room knows that that’s far from the truth. Not even close.”


“The Zimmerman case is a perfect example,” Tobias said.


“Exactly,” Kwame said. “Or how the Supreme Court recently gutted the Voting Rights Act of 1965. Some protestors gave their life to get that bill passed.”


“Look,” Martin said, “I agree with everything said. But you guys can’t deny that electing a black president is a huge step forward.”


The men all shook their heads. Wrong.


“Think about it, brother,” Kwame said, leaning forward. “The accumulated wealth and power of the Caucasian race is so vast that it would take centuries for us to even get close. When you put it all into perspective, Barack’s election is just a drop in the bucket of history. A significant drop, no doubt, but still just a drop.”


“Damn straight,” Carver said. “It’s going to take a hell of a lot more than sticking a black man in a White House to even up the score.”


“I’m not sure I see things quite that way,” Martin said.


“Really?” Carver smiled condescendingly at the new guy. “And what way would that be exactly?”


“You know. That attitude that white people owe us something. Our energies are better focused on the here and now, on improving things for this generation and the next, not on trying to be compensated for an injustice committed centuries ago.”


“Brother, you’re either living in a dream, or you’re a goddamned—”


Solomon stifled Carver with a pointed stare, then turned to Martin. “Let me ask you a hypothetical question. Let’s say you owned a truck and a crook stole it. If that crook is caught years later, would you feel that he owed you anything?”


“Sure,” Martin said. “He’d owe me a truck.”


“Now,” Solomon went on, “what if you couldn’t afford another truck? What if the loss of that truck resulted in you and your family living in poverty, while, at the same time, that crook used that stolen truck to make his family wealthy? When this crook is caught, does he still owe you just a truck?”


Martin gave it a moment’s thought. “I see where you’re going with this, but I think your analogy is too simple for something as vast and complex as slavery in America.”


“Are you sure about that, Martin?” Solomon said. “Let me frame it in real terms. In 1889, twenty years after slavery was abolished, the United States government opened up the Oklahoma Territory to any American citizen who wanted to go west and tame the land. Imagine that. Free land. Now, do you think that our ancestors were allowed to participate in that bonanza? Of course not. Do white families, to this very day, profit from that land rush?”


“You better fucking believe it,” Carver said.


The other men murmured in agreement.


“And that’s just one example,” Solomon continued. “American history is littered with events in which our ancestors were robbed of opportunities that white people profited from.” Solomon leaned forward and squeezed Martin’s arm. “Now, I’m not sitting here asking you to change the way you think or what you believe in. I’m just asking you to consider what I’m saying and decide if there’s any truth in it.”


Martin couldn’t deny that Solomon’s argument stirred something inside him. An uneasiness that felt almost like fear. As if he was being forced to confront some terrible suppressed memory that he’d kept walled off for his entire life.


“Will you?” Solomon asked. “Will you think about it?”


“Of course,” Martin said. “You have an interesting way of looking at things. Very persuasive.”


“Oh, please,” Tobias said. “Old Solomon here is just a lightweight. You should hear Dr. Kasim lay down the science. That man will make your ears tingle.”


Martin noticed that the instant Tobias mentioned Dr. Kasim, the other men shot him a scolding look, like a group of monks who had just heard the Lord’s name spoken in vain. Tobias shrugged off their stares and reclined in his seat.


“Who’s Dr. Kasim?” Martin had to ask.


A moment of hesitance among the men was ended by Damon. “Dr. Kasim’s hard to describe. I guess you could call him an … underground philosopher.”


Martin couldn’t help smiling. “Underground philosopher? Has he written anything I might have heard of?”


The men flashed amused smiles at the question.


“Dr. Kasim has written many books, brother,” Kwame said. “But you’re not going to find ’em in your local bookstore.”


“Okay.” Martin was becoming more and more intrigued. “Does he have a website? YouTube videos? A Facebook page? What?”


The men shook their heads, as if mentioning Dr. Kasim in the same breath with the Internet was the craziest thing they had ever heard.


“Actually, Martin, I’m a little surprised that you’ve never heard of Dr. Kasim,” Damon said. “I mean, considering your activism in college.”


The comment gave Martin pause. In the handful of times that the two men had spoken, during and since the trial, he was certain that he had never told Damon anything about his past.


“Don’t look so surprised.” Damon smiled. “You think I became the best lawyer in the universe by sitting on my ass? Preparation is everything.  I probably know more about you than your own mother. Let’s see … you attended Syracuse on a full academic scholarship. Majored in black studies. Your junior year, your roommate was harassed, humiliated, and arrested for nothing more than shopping while black at an upscale department store. While helping your friend win a settlement against the store, you also founded the Black Board, a small but aggressive group that took on the businesses around campus that had discriminatory policies against the black students. Despite being arrested four times for various marches, you were still successful in getting most of those businesses to change their practices.” Damon winked at Martin. “Pretty good, huh?”





OEBPS/9780571316717_cover_epub.jpg
ACRES

‘Like John Grisham’s The Firm . . . top-grade suspense.’
BOOKLIST

DWAYNE ALEXANDER SMITH





OEBPS/faber_logo_online.jpg
]

FABER & FABER





OEBPS/faber-branding-logo.png





