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​​Billionaire’s Dilemma – Part 3:
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THE WORLD’S WEALTHIEST people didn’t get rich by accident. Whether by smart investment, sharp business intuition, or a combination of talent, grit and circumstance, billionaires have done something right. Or they had a whole lot of luck—a crap-load of it.

Tag, Melanie, and their motley crew of friends begin investing in the revival of Katrina’s bar in hopes of turning it into a potential chain. Unfortunately for Tag and his friends, his father and the man’s conniving lawyer manage to weasel their way into swiping the bar from underneath them –making Tag realize just how much control his father has on him. 

Now, Tag must act fast in order to save Katrina’s bar. To add to his growing list of troubles, his father is trying to buy up his grandfather’s floral shop and the mysterious Mr. Romeo is contacting him and his younger brother Sam. 

How will Tag and Melanie handle it when all of his father’s lies and crimes are out in the open? 

Will they be able to finally bring the man to his knees, or will they only dig themselves deeper into despair?
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HAMMERSON’S WAS NOT a place you should take your dog, but then again it was barely a place you should take people. No doubt, this was why Mr. Romeo had picked the shabby looking park as our meeting place. It was nestled in the heart of the old city far out of the reach of the money being thrown around only several blocks up. No one who mattered would be caught dead on this side of town –which meant my father wouldn’t even think of showing up here. 

Melanie and I stayed close to one another as we walked through the park. I could feel Melanie’s eyes scanning the park for any sign of our mysterious compatriot, but my gaze was focused on the looks we were getting. People had a habit of losing things in the old city, and the glances being thrown our way made it obvious we were about to become those people. 

“Stop staring,” Melanie admonished. She seemed comfortably calm her sweeping gaze still searching for the man who would lead to my father’s demise. It made sense, though, Melanie wasn’t born with a silver spoon like I was. She probably could get away with calling this place the O.C like the rest of its inhabitants. 

We rounded a corner along the path, and a bench came into view. I snuck a look at her and she nodded reading my mind. If there was a decent place to wait for our mystery man, this would be as good as any of them. We started making our way toward the bench when I noticed a flash of movement in my peripheral; I let go of Melanie’s hand and let my own ball into fists ready to fight off whatever was approaching. My hardened scowl pierced through the trees on our right when I felt a sudden tugging at my shirt. I looked down at a little girl who couldn’t have been more than seven. 

Her reflexive gaze showed exasperated contempt as she waited for me to relax, so she could speak. When my shoulders finally slumped and the heat of embarrassment tinted my cheeks, she held up a small black device. “I’m ‘sposed ta give this to you.” Her head titled to the side, already wanting to be somewhere else. 

Melanie kept eyeing her with suspicion.

I played close attention to her hands as I took the small object from her. 

Without another word, she took off running down the path –the way we’d come –and out of sight. 

Since it now lay in my hands, I knew she’d handed me a recording device. Turning it over, I inspected it thoroughly, but it was nearly twenty years old –a clear relic from the local thrift store. Nobody would be tracking us with this thing. I hit the play button on the side and had to cover my smile when the device whirred to life. For a moment, all that came out of the device was the sound of it working the tape and then, when I felt just about ready to chuck it through the air, a thick, warped voice poured from the speaker.

Good evening Mr. George. We haven’t met, but you know me well. My name is Mr. Romeo, but from now on, you should refer to me as M.R. No doubt, you’re full of questions at this point. Am I who I say I am? Do I really know secrets about your father? Can you trust me? All of these inquiries are valid, of course, and I intend to address them fully in due time. For now, you need only know that my information is credible, real, and vital to your father’s success or failure.

I hit the pause button and looked over at Melanie. 

Her expression looked like a melting pot of emotion, as excitement and fear rose to the very forefront. Her eyes, like mine, glittered with this newfound knowledge. 

We finally had a smoking gun –one my dad couldn’t escape. All we needed now was for Mr. Romeo to tell us where to find him, and we’d have everything we needed. I hit the play button and once again, his distorted tone cut through the silence. 

The most important question, however, is the last one. We have no trust, you and me, and that is unacceptable. By now, you’re wondering where I am, but you needn’t stress over it. I am not in the park.

The recording paused; guessing correctly that Melanie and I would need time to process this bombshell.

You may be willing to sacrifice everything to topple your father, but I know better than to rush into battle without knowing the lay of the land. I need to know that you can be trusted with the knowledge I’m going to give you. What I know has the potential to end lives; as of this conversation, it has already ended several. So for now, you’ll earn my trust and when the time is right, I will tell you everything. Walk over to the bench; you’ll find a package underneath it. Take it home, Mr. George. I’ll be in touch. 

I stared at the recorder –willing it to keep going, but the stupid machine had fallen silent, Mr. Romeo’s message clearly finished. That was it? We’d come all the way out to this park to be jerked around? I gripped the recorder until my knuckles were white and threw it against the ground with a savage roar. “I can’t believe this bullshit!” I could feel the anger in my chest start to claw at my throat, demanding another cry. It wanted me to roar –to bellow and scream with every ounce of strength I had.

Melanie’s hand gripped my shoulder. She let her free one graze my stomach and the light rubbing of her palm over my belly worked to soothe me. 

“This isn’t what he promised,” I grumbled. It sounded more childish, thanks to the fact she was soothing me like a petulant toddler throwing a tantrum. 

“Technically, he didn’t promise us anything and he’s got a right to play this safe. Honestly, we were crazy for showing up here without a contingency plan. For now, we should play it his way and see where that takes us. We’ll keep an eye out and make sure he’s not playing us, but at least, we’ve got leads. If your dad is really into something nasty, we can find out before it comes back to hurt you and your grandparents.” Her tone sounded comforting but matter-of-fact.

I nodded, still numb from the disappointment but able to admit she was in the right. 

She walked to the bench and came back with a rather large UPS box. 

I slit it open with my ID and reached inside. The box was filled to the brim with packing peanuts and my hand fished for several minutes with no luck. I groped around for what had to be the fifth time when I grabbed hold of something sleek. I gripped it firmly and pulled it out to reveal a jet-black flip-phone. From the looks of it, it was a cheap knock off of the Samsung Overlord that had hit the market four years ago. Without asking, I knew it was a burner phone. 

I flipped it open and brought it to life. I opened the contacts as soon as the phone warmed up and sure enough, only one number was in the phone aptly named M.R. As I inspected its contents the phone chirped like a flock of blue jays and an envelope dominated the screen. I hit the accept button, and the envelope opened revealing a text from the mystery man. 

Glad you can follow directions. This is now your direct line to me. Don’t bother calling because you won’t connect. As of right now, any text from this phone should be treated as gospel. Follow my orders, and you’ll have everything you need to deal with your father.

I handed the phone to Melanie.

She read the text quickly and then promptly deleted it. “Nobody needs to see these but us,” she said, curtly responding to my offended look. Her head whipped back and forth, drinking in the sight of the park before she grabbed my hand and began dragging me back to the car. 

“Let’s head back to the lake house. We need to process this,” I said.

The ride back was quiet. Neither one of us spoke, afraid that if we acknowledged what had just happened, the world might split in half. No, instead we were both processing this strange turn of events internally. As I drove down the highway, I chose to alternate between frantic panicking and seething frustration. The sound track of my mind was one long scream. 

Melanie seemed to be keeping herself grounded by calculating. The gears of her mind working to put the puzzle pieces together despite the fact that we were missing damn near all of them. It would’ve driven anyone else crazy, but she wasn’t anyone else. 

By the time we’d made it to the lake house, all either one of us could do was look at each other. The proof of this was evident when we sat at the kitchen table and stared at the phone resting in-between us. At the moment it was nothing but a hunk of plastic and electronics. An outdated cash grab that had barely broke even for the company that made it. But minutes ago it was a weapon, a secret link to the only man who could give us the tool we needed to fight back against my father. It seemed so heavy. I almost thought it would crack through the table, fall through the floor, and disappear until it hit the earth’s core. But it sat there on the table as silent as we were. 

“Do we trust him?” I asked. It wasn’t a real question.

When Melanie answered me, her response was more or less rhetorical too, “Do we have a choice?”

I leaned back in the chair and let my hands stretch out in front of me. It almost looked like I was trying to exorcise the phone. As if I was trying to compel it to be less imposing. 

Melanie let her chin rest on her hands, which she’d clasped together. The tip of her chin nestled into the groove of her knuckles perfectly as she scanned the phone silently –willing it to divulge its secrets. 

We’d already tried to call the number, but M.R had told the truth. Despite receiving the text only moments ago, we got a message that told us the number we were calling had been disconnected. 

“Do we tell my grandparents?” I lobbed the question into the air like I was trying to test how deep a canyon was. 

Melanie sat up straight, the idea having broken her out of her contemplative trance.

I waited for my question to hit the bottom and bring me an answer. 

“How deep are we in this?” she replied.

The question took me off guard. I hadn’t really considered that until now. Whatever it was we were about to be a part of, M.R considered life threatening. Did we want to get my grandparents or the gang involved in something like that? Could we even avoid it? If they got killed or hurt and never knew they were in danger, were we to blame? The questions started to flood in one after another and soon, it seemed like telling them was the right thing to do, but my hand hesitated when I reached for my phone. I looked up. 

Melanie wore a similar look of turmoil on her face. “Whoever M.R is, he’s got trust issues. If we bring too many people in, he may not cooperate with us. If we do this, we’ve got to do it on our own as a team. It’ll just have to be on us to make sure no one gets hurt.”

I knew as she said it this it was what I felt too. We needed this fight with my dad to end, neither one of us were going to be able to live free and happy if it didn’t and this was our one shot. Somehow, we ended up sprawled out on the couch. I enfolded Melanie’s small, beautiful frame into mine and held her there. My hand laid under her chest, and I found myself humming to the beat of her heart. 

“You got my back, Taren Alexander George,” she mused –her eyes closed as she let herself sink into my grasp.

“Now and always.” 

We stayed like that until sleep finally reached us, and the night drifted away with an ease we’d desperately need. 
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Chapter 2
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I WOKE UP THE NEXT morning with Melanie’s cheek nuzzling against my arm. I smiled down at her, drinking in the vulnerable aspect of her that she tried so hard to mask. We’d slept in our clothes from last night, so I knew a shower was the first order of business. Sliding myself out of her grasp, I stood up and stretched my cramping muscles. I twisted my neck to loosen it up and saw the phone still sitting on the table. The worming knot reclaimed my stomach, but I pressed down the feeling before it took hold. It was already decided. We were in this game –whatever it was and fear wasn’t going to make me a better player. I looked over my shoulder at Melanie, who was nestling herself into the couch trying to recreate the comfort of my embrace. I needed to be able to protect her— to be able to protect everyone. 

The shower was a thirty-minute ordeal, thanks to my sudden desire to scrub away the treacherous feeling of lying to my friends and family. Somehow knowing a secret like this and not telling everyone outright, made me feel explicitly dirty. Such a stark contrast from the version of me that had actively kept a disgusting secret away from my best friend with little remorse. I’d been a pro at lying to Robbie. Hell, somedays it had made the sex better. Now, holding onto this secret, I saw it as some weird malformed version of the deceit that had ruined my life. 

I stepped out of the shower, still wracking my brain about how I felt when I checked my own phone. It was already the seventeenth. The re-opening of the bar was five days away and everything needed to be done to be prepared jumped back into my conscious. I threw on an outfit quickly, not even bothering to check myself in the mirror and headed for the door. I had my hand around the knob when I looked back at the table. The phone stared back at me. I turned my head trying to ignore it, but the oppressive sensation persisted. It was practically demanding me to come back for it. I gripped the knob tighter; I felt the cool glass wriggle in my hand as I shook it, but my wrist wouldn’t turn. I let it go, defeated and walked back to the table. I slipped the burner in my pocket. Once again, reminded that this powerful object was just a phone and wrote a note for Melanie letting her know I had headed to the bar. 

To my surprise, the parking lot wasn’t empty when I arrived at Riley’s. David’s sensible sedan sat in the space closest to the door. It looked almost comical parked outside of what was a rough looking bar even in the early morning sun. 

When I walked inside, David was wiping down tables. He looked up at me and graced me with one of his fatherly smiles. “Didn’t expect to see you here.” He chuckled as he finished the table he was working and started on another.

“Could say the same thing to you,” I replied. I didn’t ask if he needed help. I simply picked up an extra rag, fished the second bottle of cleaner from behind the counter, and started cleaning the booths. It didn’t matter that nobody had been in the bar since we’d renovated. Or how the furniture was brand new, having only been set-up the day before. Everyone had taken a turn cleaning the place, like we were washing away the old versions of ourselves. The old Riley’s had seen us at our worst, but this new bar would be our redemption. It proved we were all capable of change. 

After a while, tables and booths turned into the whole bar. Without saying a word, David and I had turned into a well-oiled machine. We’d practically cleaned every nook and cranny of the place when David finally broke the silence, “You’ve changed,” he said firmly. There wasn’t a reason for it. No prompt for the statement, but he said it anyway. 

I put the stool I just polished back onto the bar top and nodded. “Yeah, you’re not the first one to tell me.”

“Good women usually have that effect on a man. Makes him a better person.” He placed a clean glass on the shelf and plucked another from the sink. 

“Used to think that woman would be Katrina,” I admitted. I joined him behind the counter and started washing the glasses as well. 

He shrugged and placed two glasses under the sink so the hot stream of water could rinse them off. “I knew you two would be better the way you are now. Friends and lovers is a blurry line, but you always know when you’re on the wrong side.”

I laughed. When had David become so wise? Better yet, when had he started making so much sense? I could remember weeks ago, thinking of him as the fuddy-duddy stick in the mud. His life had seemed like a prison; now it was all I wanted. “How’d you know then?” I asked. He looked up confused and pointed to his wedding ring, “How’d you know Eliza was the one?”

He leaned back and stared up at the ceiling like it was a movie screen. “It was few years back, when we’d started dating... maybe about six months in. We were at her mother’s house. You know, cause her parents had divorced the year before. She was asking her mom how she felt now that she was living alone, and her mother tells her that the strangest thing about it all is that for thirty years, she thought she could never live without her husband and now, every day she realizes it’s the easiest thing.” He stopped for a second.
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