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PROLOGUE

Jefferson Myles put his foot on the brake and slowly turned onto Fuller Street. He brought the silver Mercedes to an abrupt stop and turned off the lights. He exhaled and looked out the window toward a brown, weather-beaten, single-story, wood-frame house, two doors down where others had gathered.

“Be quiet and stay put until I return,” Jefferson admonished his companion, brushing her hand with his. “I won’t be long.”

Jefferson glanced at her again and quickly turned away. He patted his left breast feeling for the envelope that sat in an inside pocket of his brown leather coat. Satisfied, Jefferson opened the car door and got out, heading in the direction of the house two doors down. His stride was ardent and sure as he made his way down the street. He never looked back, and his companion, feeling alone and afraid, slid down in her seat. She did not like being on this side of town, especially late at night.

A moment passed, maybe two. She slowly eased up in her seat, not wanting to be discovered. The Mercedes offered little cover, even under the cloak of darkness. There was a flurry of activity outside—men dressed in long, black, leather coats, walking nervously back and forth in great anticipation. Jefferson appeared to be embroiled in a heated discussion with one of the men who was adamantly trying to get his point across—his arms moving in strict staccato like a maestro slinging his baton, leading the orchestra in a resounding rendition of “William Tell’s Overture.”

Two figures standing at strategic locations caught her rapt attention. The one closest to her had something protruding from underneath his coat. It couldn’t be, but there was no mistaking what she saw. It was a … gun, maybe a rifle! She put her hands to her mouth to stifle a scream. Why did Jefferson bring me here?

The sound of a car’s motor met her ears. She quickly slid back down in her seat. Then there was the distinctive sound of car doors opening and shutting—must have been a van with so many doors sounding at the same time. She dare not look. She could hear people talking, but the voices were muffled. Then a second car cruised by—not in any hurry.

Suddenly, Jefferson appeared huffing, puffing and out of breath. He looked at her slouched down in her seat, a ghastly frown on her face. He slid his hand over her arm for reassurance. She flinched and pulled back slightly. Jefferson put the keys in the ignition and sped away.

What had she gotten herself into? She loved this man, and now he presented a side of himself she had not seen before. She was forsaking her marriage to be with her lover, who appeared to be mixed up in some illegal activity that might harm her. They were supposed to be enjoying each other’s company, expressing and defining their love for each other, basking in the afterglow from their lovemaking. Instead, she found herself tightly clutching the arm-rest as if her life depended on it. The Mercedes swerved to the right causing the brakes to squeal.

Jefferson offered no explanation for the meeting that nearly soured only moments earlier, arousing a cloud of curiosity. He drove recklessly from the scene, oblivious to all else around him.

It was an obvious mistake taking her with him. However, circumstances and time were not on his side. His lips were dry, his hands moist from nerves, but he remained silent until she spoke.

“I don’t know what was going on back there, but it made me nervous,” said the hushed, soft voice.

“Nothing to worry about,” Jefferson said very matter-of-factly. “Just try and relax.”

“Who were those men you were talking to?”

Without answering, Jefferson forged ahead, noting that his destination lay a few feet beyond the next set of traffic lights. “Business acquaintances,” he finally said.



“Did you know that one of them had a gun? I’m not sure…”

“Everything is alright, baby. Chill, there’s nothing for you to worry about. Trust me. Your job is to concentrate on how wonderful the rest of this evening is going to be.”

Jefferson picked up her hand and drew it to his lips, placing a quick kiss on her dangling fingers.

She sat back in her seat without another word.
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Jefferson breathed a sigh of relief, thankful that he and his companion were safely behind the door that hid them from inquiring eyes. The moment he envisioned some months ago had arrived, though with some difficulty. The pink neon sign blinked incessantly outside, announcing available residency.

Jefferson looked around the dimly lit room, noting that it was adequate for the purpose intended. There was a double bed planted in the middle of the floor, draped with a bedspread bedecked with a field of spring flowers. Matching curtains hung proudly and generously, covering the small window that looked out onto the spacious courtyard. A cheap-looking RCA color television set, with a loosened knob that threatened to fall, sat in one corner of the room on an old chest of drawers badly in need of a fresh coat of varnish. Or better yet, the nearest dump yard. It wasn’t important though, for they wouldn’t be staying long.

She smiled seductively, batting her long, curled eyelashes at him. Her dress was plain and simple, much like the woman she was. She wore a pair of lined, white linen slacks with a teal and white, flowered, short-sleeve blouse that buttoned down the front. Pearl stud earrings dotted her ear lobes, and a pair of teal flats adorned her feet.

Jefferson went to her, holding her about the shoulders. She’s beautiful, he thought, a breath of fresh air. Her long, silky, brown hair fell about her pale face, landing just below her shoulders in a casual flip. A hint of cherry-flavored lip-gloss glistened on her thin, perky lips.

Jefferson saw the worried look in her eyes. “There is nothing for you to worry about, love. It’s just you and me, now. And I want all of you.”



She smiled and swallowed nervously, as she watched Jefferson scan the length of her body. He seemed so uncomplicated, so in control of the moment. The eggshell-colored, turtleneck sweater, made of imported wool that sat high on his neck brought out the richness in his flawless, mediumbrown complexion. His brown eyes turned the color of amber with the reflection from the ceiling light. His closely cropped head held a field of neatly brushed waves that went into a slow fade at the temple and nape of his neck. And her heart skipped a beat.

He wanted to make love to her—passionate love—ever since she signaled that she wanted the same. At first it was just small talk, an occasional smile. Then it was the look that passed between them, the look that said, I’m willing, are you’? And finally the smile that now registered six, if measured on the Richter scale, that said, I’m ready!

The smiles had not waned. This night had been chosen to commence an affair that had smoldered for sometime. It was a dangerous liaison for which they sought no repentance. There was no grief or regret. They were both in unhappy marriages, and their occasional smiles and small talk had gone beyond their expectations. Now it was time to put all their thoughts and dreams into action, although they were crossing a forbidden line that promised no real reward in the end.

It was unfortunate that she was a witness to the event earlier in the evening—an evening that was supposed to be totally and unequivocally theirs. However, it was preempted by a last-minute emergency for which Jefferson had no recourse but to respond. His business dealings had gone beyond legitimate, and the powerful alliances that he had found himself in bed with would never forgive his disobedience.

Jefferson put his thoughts aside and embraced her. They reached for each other without another word passing between them. Their lips met and the cherry-flavored lip-gloss caused him to linger longer than he had planned. She undressed slowly with Jefferson’s eyes never leaving her for a moment. He removed his sweater, then his pants, trying not to seem too anxious. He took in all of her, noting that his imagination had served him well.

Spring flowers surrounded them as they fell upon the bed ready to unleash what seemed a lifetime of pent-up passion—passion that consumed them in each intimate caress. Jefferson traced her torso with his tongue in a relentless pursuit to have all of her. He was overcome with anticipation and desire—desire that burned uncontrollably in his groin.

Jefferson slowed his pace praying the night would last forever. His tongue sought refuge in the hollow of her waiting mouth. Their tongues mated, feverishly exploring every nook and cranny. His mouth became a vacuum as he sucked her bottom lip into the folds of his lips.

Their lips parted for a brief moment in order to catch their breaths. Jefferson continued to explore her body which trembled at his slightest touch. She was delirious with desire and a sense of urgency, as lust and greed consumed her being.

Jefferson took a deep breath and blew into her face—a few strands of her hair parting as he did so. Their bodies now entwined, Jefferson smothered her with kisses. He held her breasts and kneaded them like dough, sending tingling sensations down her spine. He massaged the length of her body, planting kisses along the way. He found the very essence of her waiting and ready, piercing the veil that gave him access. And she accepted what he had to offer.

Heat seared through their bodies as they moved instinctively to their own rhythm. They rode the tidal wave of passion until Jefferson could no longer contain himself and cried out for her to follow. She acquiesced, and it was a done deal.





CHAPTER 1

It was the twenty-third of December, a day Margo would always remember. It was the day that death came with great stealth in the still of the night. It was not death as is customarily associated with the dearly departed, but that of a dying soul whose heart would slowly be picked to the bone.

Margo had settled in for the night, waiting for her husband of nearly twenty-five years to come home after working late at the office. Jefferson and Margo Myles were like mortar to brick—they had a solid foundation and many people were envious of their varied accomplishments. She and Jefferson were both successful professionals, secure in their lifestyles. They owned a two-story Tudor brick home in the upscale neighborhood of Jordan Estates. Jefferson and Margo possessed the right combination of business savvy, having smartly invested in several diverse mutual funds, as well as optimum shares of blue-chip stock on the NASDAQ.

Besides the silver Mercedes Kompressor sports coupe that Jefferson drove and the Lexus sedan that was Margo’s pride and joy, Jefferson was a collector of vintage automobiles that included a 1958 Edsel, a Rolls-Royce, and a Ferrari. He occasionally would be seen parading his menagerie of fine automobiles.

They had four wonderful children, and Margo was happy that her family would surround her this Christmas. Margo looked forward to the New Year—the new millennium as it had been hailed, a new century and a new decade full of bright promises.

Margo was grateful that her eighteen-year-old twins, Winston and Winter, who were in college, had made it home for the Christmas break. The drive from Virginia’s Hampton University to Fayetteville, North Carolina, had been hectic with all the Christmas travelers trying to get home to family and friends for the holidays.

It was two days before Christmas—one of the most joyous times of the year. It was a time of celebration—celebrating the birth of the Christ child; however, the imminent feeling of love and family would not permeate Margo’s home this Christmas season. Even the sound of the Wurlitzer grandfather clock that Margo and Jefferson bought in Europe ten years earlier gave no clue to the impending turn of events that would be forever etched in Margo’s memory.

The volume on the radio was turned low. Margo perked up as the disc jockey on 99.1 The Fox announced the next set of soulful sounds. Luther Vandross’ alluring voice began to croon “A House Is Not a Home,” which resounded through the new set of Bose Acoustimas 10 surround-sound speaker system Jefferson had bought last month. Luther was Margo’s favorite singer, and the rhythm and slow beat sent goose bumps riveting through her body. It was midnight, and Jefferson had not yet made it in.

The smells of the night’s succulent, smoked, hickory-baked ham and candied, glazed yams still permeated the air. Ivy, the eldest of their four children, was famished after an evening of celebrating at A Touch of Class, a jazz nightclub for the young at heart. Ivy and three of her closest friends made going there an annual ritual, reminiscing about the past year’s events. The spoils of the night that had been left on the stove were plenty reward after a full, callisthenic workout on the dance floor.

Margo had fallen asleep, unable to will her body to stay awake until Jefferson arrived home. It was unlike him to be out late, although he had called her earlier to say he needed to complete several portfolios and clean up some unfinished business before he closed the office for the holiday.

Margo was in the middle of a wonderful dream, and she sought a comfortable position as her body fought to continue into the abyss that her subconscious created. She absently reached over to Jefferson’s side of the bed, hoping to feel the warmth of his strong, manly body to provide a nurturing cushion as she fell deeper still into her slumber. Through her sleepy haze, she realized he was not at her side, and she struggled to awaken.



Peaceful sleep overcame Margo’s resistance only to have it broken by the telephone near her head, piercing the night with its sudden ring. Startled, Margo sat up and adjusted her eyes to the sea of blackness that engulfed the room. She grabbed the telephone certain it was Jefferson.

“Hello,” Margo said. “Jefferson?” Silence at the other end.

“Jefferson?” Margo asked yet again. “Jefferson, is that you? Hello, hello, hello!”

Margo could hear faint breathing on the other end. She could almost count the number of pulses per second as time ticked away. And still not a word was uttered.

“Who is this?” Margo screamed into the phone, now frantically pacing the floor. “Answer me. Do you hear me? Jefferson, is that you?”

The phone made an abrupt click, and the line was dead.

“What’s going on?” Margo shouted. She started toward Ivy’s room before thinking better of it. It was probably a prank. But where was Jefferson? This was not like him. He certainly wasn’t working at this late hour. Margo picked up the phone again and dialed Jefferson’s office.

It seemed an eternity before the connection was made. Margo waited … one, two, three, six, eight, ten, twelve rings. No one was there. Maybe she had dialed the wrong number. She dialed again.

Margo laid the receiver back in its cradle and began to pace again. Their bedroom suddenly unsettled her, making the thought of a good night’s sleep unlikely. The question lingered like a cloud. Who made the call?

As she continued to pace, she saw her Bible on the corner of her chest of drawers. Margo picked it up and proceeded to open it. It fell open to the Twenty-third Psalms. Margo picked her glasses up from the nightstand, placed them on her face, and began to read slowly.

The Lord is my Shepherd; I shall not want. He maketh me to lie down in green pastures: he leadeth me beside the still waters … Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death; I will fear no evil: for thou an with me…

Now why did that particular passage of Scripture jump out, she wondered…walk through the valley of the shadow of death. Margo closed the book and began to pray.





CHAPTER 2

Margo sat up abruptly at the first flicker of light. She was worn out from the all-night vigil that she had hoped would come to an expeditious resolve with Jefferson’s arrival. Jefferson was a no-show, and Margo had cried softly until she fell asleep.

Now dawn brought a new anxiety. What should she do? Contact the police? It had not been twenty-four hours since she had last heard from Jefferson. Why had he not called? Was he all right? Maybe she should wait a few hours before doing anything. She definitely would not alarm the children until she had more answers.

“Mom, you up?” came the sound of Winter’s voice getting louder as she approached her mother’s bedroom. “What are you doing up so early?”

Margo masked her feelings and disguised the pain that was surely etched in her face. As Winter passed through the doorway wrapped in a pink terry cloth robe tied loosely at the waist, Margo’s eyes examined her for clues that might reveal Winter had knowledge of her secret; but she could find none.

“I should ask you the same,” Margo answered finally. “I was a little restless. I’ve got so much to do to prepare for Christmas dinner. I’ve invited all these folks, and I need to get a move-on.”

“Where’s Daddy?” Winter asked, looking around as she comfortably stretched her body across Margo’s bed.

Winter was Margo’s baby, an identical twin. She reminded Margo of herself as a young girl—so full of life and adventure. Today, Winter looked a lot like Margo, although she bore the resemblance of both parents. She was more reserved like Jefferson, while her sister Ivy was a warrior like her mother. And while Margo boasted a nice, medium frame, Winter was a little on the anorexic side. Winter had long, thick, jet-black hair that cascaded to the center of her back. She and her identical twin, Winston, had no distinguishable features, other than their anatomy, that would enable someone to tell them apart.

“Your daddy is business as usual. He wants to spend a lot of quality time with you all during the holiday, but he had to complete a project he’s working on.”

Winter leaned over and hugged her mother. “Mom, I love you.”

“What’s gotten into you?”

“I’m so happy to be home, Mom,” Winter replied, hugging her even tighter. “Being away from home gave me a greater appreciation for all the things I’ve taken for granted … like a good meal, clean clothes, a roof over my head, and a mother’s warm embrace.” Winter looked at Margo and smiled. “And knowing that your mom and dad always got your back.”

Margo was overcome by Winter’s sentiments.

“I’m glad you’re home, too, baby.” She touched the side of Winter’s face, thankful for the tender moment, silently hoping that her early morning vigil was but a dream. As desperately as Margo would have liked for that to be true, her intuition gave way to the obvious.

Winter jumped up from Margo’s bed and kissed her mother’s cheek. Passing a window in the bedroom on her way to the master bathroom, Winter paused to look out when the sound of a running motor caught her attention.

“Umm, Mrs. Montgomery is out early. It’s six in the morning. I’ll have to get over to see the Montgomerys while I’m here.”

Linda Montgomery was the last person on Margo’s mind. She had yet to hear from Jefferson. Margo would not be able to hide the truth of Jefferson’s whereabouts for long.

“OK,” Margo said—more to herself than to Winter. She hadn’t even realized that Winter had already left the room.

“I’ve got to call Angelica,” Margo said aloud. “She would know what to do. I can always count on her.”

Angelica was Margo’s best friend. They had a unique friendship, one of endearment that many could not claim. They had known each other for three years, and it was an unusual set of circumstances that had brought them together.

One day Angelica walked into Margo’s office looking for a real estate agent to help sell her home. Angelica and her husband, Hamilton, had recently ended a turbulent marriage that, on several occasions, brought the Fayetteville press to the doorstep of the Barnes’ Bentley estate. Their front-page stories had probably sold more newspapers than the National Enquirer.

On that particular afternoon, Margo’s schedule was sparse. Angelica, the diva she was, arrived at the door of the Century 21 Real Estate office dressed in a form-fitting, button-down, red jumpsuit made of calf leather with a wide, white, patent-leather belt slung off her hips. She had an exotic look that went well beyond her hazel eyes set in an oval-shaped face with a French-vanilla, cappuccino complexion, and her tossed, brownish-red mane that fell just over her shoulders. Margo extended her hand and welcomed Angelica, eager to make that next sale. She was already calculating her estimated commission. However, Margo was also drawn to Angelica. It might have been her grace and style, or her designer clothes, or it might have been her youthful look that spoke of an age of innocence. Nevertheless, there was an immediate bond that was secure as metal to a magnet—so secure that the bond was bound to last a lifetime.
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The very first time Margo laid eyes on Hamilton, she had to suppress the awakened hormones (with God’s help) that triggered every erotic sensor in her body as she sized up this six-foot hunk of German-chocolate cake. She felt awkward, especially in light of the fact that Hamilton had mentally abused his ex-wife, Angelica, and driven her to the very gates of hell on earth. Even in that brief moment, Margo fantasized about having a sexual interlude with this man. Hamilton, though, made her uncomfortable. She willed herself to let go of the silly fantasy that should not have been entertained in the first place. 

But Hamilton, the fine specimen that he was, could not be characterized as the gift that every woman desired. He was vile and abusive, using his badge to hold women captive. It was rumored that Hamilton had raped many of the women who found themselves in his clutches. It could never be proven, as it was no secret that women threw themselves at him, begging to be his concubine. The man was rumored to be the last of the real black stallions with a sexual appetite to match. Hamilton had even physically assaulted some of the women who had not played his game the way he dictated, or when they’d threaten to tell his wife about their escapades because he couldn’t keep up with their demand for his time. 

It was Angelica who paid the ultimate price, taking the punishment for some of the unknowing souls fortunate enough to escape Hamilton’s brutality when he turned from Dr. Jekyl to Mr. Hyde. But it was The Code, the secret brotherhood of law enforcement, which gave Hamilton the protection he didn’t deserve. 

Angelica not only gained a friend that day in Margo, but also found a real estate agent who was able to sell her big house of horrors and then stumble upon the perfect little home tucked away from the lights of Fayetteville, Fort Bragg, and prying eyes. It was situated in the midst of a small, gated community where Angelica felt more than safe. 

Margo rose from her bed, stumbling over her slippers. It was only last evening that these slippers graced her feet as she walked back and forth in her bedroom with butterflies in her stomach, worrying and wondering about Jefferson. She located the phone sitting on the nightstand, anxious to solicit Angelica’s help. 

Margo hastily dialed Angelica’s number, but was disheartened when there was no answer and Angelica’s sexy voice broke the moment. “You’ve reached the one and only Angelica Barnes. If you feel you deserve the pleasure of my return call, you know the deal and keep it real.” 

Where was Angelica? It seemed that no one was in place this morning.

Margo could hear her children stirring and hoped she would have enough energy to get through the day. She had hoped to hear something from Jefferson by now. It was seven thirty-five a.m. 

The telephone’s ring startled her, and Margo lunged for it, praying that Jefferson was on the other end.

“Hello,” Margo said.

“Hey girl, you rang?” boomed Angelica’s cheery voice. “And how in the hell are you, stranger?”

“Hey, Angelica, I’m fine. Good to hear your voice. Where have you been?”

“I’m fine, doing great as a matter of fact. Where have I been? What do you mean where have I been?”

“When I called and your answering machine came—”

“Girl, I was in the bathroom taking care of Angelica business, if you know what I mean. I’ve got a lot of things to do today. I’ve got to run to town and finish Christmas shopping. I’ve got to pick up a few last-minute gifts that I hadn’t anticipated purchasing. My brothers are coming for Christmas and both are bringing their girlfriends—not that I need to get them anything, but you know how it is. Do you mind if I bring them to dinner? I know it’s last minute, but I didn’t find out until last night they were coming.” 

“Sure, Angelica, that’ll be fine.”

“How’s Jefferson?”

“Actually, that’s why I called.”

“Why are you whispering, Margo?”

“Look girlfriend, I have a problem.”

“What’s up, Margo?” Angelica asked, realizing her friend had something on her mind. “Spit it out.”

“Jefferson didn’t come home last night.”

“Shut your mouth!”

“Then something strange happened. The telephone rang around three this morning. It startled me, but I certainly hoped to hear Jefferson’s voice. I could hear someone breathing on the line, and after I repeatedly asked who was there, the line suddenly went dead. I’m worried, Angelica, and I can’t file a missing persons report because it hasn’t been twenty-four hours since I last spoke to Jefferson.” 

“Oh Margo, what are you going to do? You can file a missing persons report, although the police won’t do anything until twenty-four hours has expired. But do you want to do that?” 

“I was hoping you would have the answer.”

“Margo, I don’t know. I can’t even think straight. You know, I saw Jefferson around eight yesterday evening. I was coming into Fayetteville on Bragg Boulevard when I saw his Mercedes roll into Richmond Heights.” 

“Richmond Heights? What would Jefferson be doing over there?” Margo knew that the Richmond Heights neighborhood was infamous for drugs and gang violence. Many citizens in the neighborhood had called attention to the rising violence there, but little effort was made to effectively rid that section of town of its notorious image. Gang-banging, drug solicitation, and street violence had not been deterred much by a strong police presence, and the likelihood that it would, with Lieutenant Barnes, Angelica’s ex, at the helm was suspect at best. 

“Well, you know Hamilton works down there,” stated Angelica. “They put up a police substation in the heart of Richmond Heights to stop some of the crime plaguing that neighborhood.” 

“Hamilton? Of all people! What does Hamilton have to do with Jefferson?”

“I’m just guessing, Margo. I have no idea either. However, we both know that Jefferson does business with Hamilton.”

“It doesn’t make sense. Why would Jefferson go to the precinct to do business, especially late at night? I don’t know, Angelica. Jefferson never mentioned anything about meeting Hamilton. He always lets me know where he is so I don’t have to worry about him.” 

“I remember the first time I met Jefferson. Actually, it was a couple of years before the divorce. He came by the house to see Ham and show him some investment papers. Who would have guessed that investment would end up being a large part of my divorce settlement?” Angelica laughed. “Anyway, Jefferson was every bit the businessman, and it was quite apparent that he was the financial advisor, and Hamilton was the client. Any relationship beyond that seemed remote.” 

“What does that have to do with now?”

“Before, everything was business—after all, serious business was being conducted, but somewhere along the line Hamilton and Jefferson began to form an informal relationship. I believe they came to love each other like brothers.”

“Funny, he never talked about Hamilton in that light.” Margo digested what Angelica said. Maybe she didn’t know Jefferson as well as she thought, even though they shared twenty-five years, four children, and a lifetime of dreams. “It still doesn’t explain what he was doing in Richmond Heights last night, when he told me he had work he needed to complete before the holiday. What am I going to do about my pressing situation, Angie? You live with a person for a quarter-century, think you know them inside out, only to find that their life is hidden under a veil. I’ve got to do something. Maybe I’ll call my pastor.” 

“Sit still a while, it may be nothing at all. What have you told the kids?”

“I told Winter that Jefferson had to take care of some work at the office.”

“Good, that buys you some time. What’s his secretary’s name?”

“Ebony Wilson. What are you going to do?”

“Do you have her phone number? Maybe Ebony can shed some light on Jefferson’s whereabouts. What about Malik? Did you call him? Now that’s a p-h-i-n-e brotha, all six feet and two inches of him. Big, juicy nubian lips … girl, I’d never come up for air if I got a chance to get a taste of that. And those pretty white teeth against his ebony flesh. Have you noticed his muscles? Ripples through anything he wears. Makes me want to holler! Ooooh! I’ve got to get Jefferson to give me the real 4-1-1 on him with an option to buy, if the real estate is right. I don’t understand why Malik has always eluded me. Sorry, sweetie.” 

“You are so crazy, girl.” Margo laughed. “You’re supposed to be helping me with my problem.” It was the first time in almost eight hours, since the ordeal began, that she was able to release any emotional tension. “Well, we’ll have to find Jefferson first. I haven’t seen or spoken to Malik, but I’ll get both of those phone numbers for you. They’re on the Rolodex on Jefferson’s desk.” 

As Margo put the phone down to retrieve the numbers, Angelica tried to refocus on the events of yesterday. Yes, she had seen Jefferson, but why was he driving into Richmond Heights at eight p.m.? Jefferson appeared to be alone in the car, but Angelica knew she would have to put on her best detective coat and hat for this snoop. After all, she was the queen of snoop. She’d gathered a rather fine portfolio on Hamilton that she presented to her divorce attorney, who helped to render a fine settlement on her behalf. Yes, the little mansion she was now living in, behind the iron gate that read Hawthorne Estates with the man-made moat running along the outer perimeter, was testament to that fact. 

“Hey Angie, here they are.” Margo read the numbers to Angelica and bade farewell, promising that they would be in touch throughout the day. 

As she hung up the phone, her door flung open. The twins came in bearing a tray of breakfast—homemade waffles, bacon, grits, scrambled eggs, and a glass of grapefruit juice. If this was any consolation, she knew she had the most wonderful children that any parent could ever ask for. After all, why wouldn’t they be? She nurtured and guided them on the paths they were now pursuing, paths that gave credibility to all her hard work. They would make fine, upstanding citizens in whatever community they chose. 

“I brought you the paper for your reading pleasure, Mrs. Myles,” Winston said.

“Thanks, son. You know how to treat a lady, and always remember that.”

“Yeah, Mom. Oh, Mr. Montgomery said hello. I was getting the paper when he pulled into the yard. He looked a little sad. By the way, where is Dad? Can’t wait to shoot some hoops with him.” 

“I told you he went to work,” Winter interjected.

“Well, maybe we should get dressed and surprise him—maybe offer to help him out a little, so he can chill with us.”

“What are you going to do?” Winter asked. “One semester of college under your belt, and you still don’t know anything. Dad doesn’t need us around, getting in the way.” 

“He most certainly does not!” Margo interjected. She needed time. Margo had no earthly idea where Jefferson was, and she certainly did not intend to be caught in her own lie. Margo had to think fast.
 


CHAPTER 3

Margo shot a parting glance at the clock on the kitchen wall. It was now eight-thirty a.m. and still no word from Jefferson. She half expected Jefferson to show up in the early part of the morning, offering some tired, lame excuse for being absent from home. Now Margo’s worry lines took on new wrinkles, because fresh fears were starting to surface and envelop her mind. Without answers, those fears were running rampant through her brain.

Margo dragged herself wearily through her spacious kitchen with its shocking-white, wood cabinets mounted on rustic-colored walls. The kitchen had an octagonal shape with three-tier planter shelves that ran along the upper perimeter of the wall, just slightly above the top of the cabinets’ edge. There was a six-foot-long overhang that showcased Margo’s gourmet pots and pans with their copper bottoms. Cooking was Margo’s thing. She could turn any mundane meal into Chez Margo. The center of the kitchen sported a cook’s island that boasted an electric grill and rotisserie. An exquisite, rustic-colored, Spanish ceramic-tiled floor, with an inset border of white marble and a hint of fool’s gold sprinkled throughout, set off the whole kitchen and made it come alive. Margo designed the kitchen herself and was very proud of the look she created.

The quiet was deafening, and just as Margo allowed herself to exhale, the doorbell rang, startling and paralyzing her at the same time. She willed herself to move, but couldn’t.

The bell rang a few more times, and Winter leapt from the top of the stairs and into the kitchen to see who was at the back door. She was a little perturbed when she approached the kitchen and saw that her mother was not making a move to silence the menacing attack on the doorbell.

“What is it, Mom?” Winter shouted. “Why didn’t you get the door? You have been acting very strange this morning.”

As soon as Winter began to speak, Margo seemed to be released from the trance that had left her momentarily paralyzed. “I was on my way to open the door when something just seemed to snap. I don’t know what it was, but I’m all right now.”

“Are you sure? Maybe I should call Dad.”

“No, no don’t do that. I wouldn’t want to worry him needlessly. I must be stressing—thinking about all that I have to do to get ready for Christmas.”

Winter went to the kitchen door, the gateway for the frequent travelers who’d request a cup of sugar or flour from time to time. “Mom, it’s Mrs. Montgomery.”

“Hey, Linda, come in. What’s up?”

“Nothing much. I wasn’t sure anyone was at home. I thought I saw movement in the house, but after ringing the bell for the fifth time, I was beginning to wonder. Well, are you all ready for Christmas?” Linda asked, blowing into her hands, trying to warm them up.

“I’m getting there. We’re expecting a house full, and I’m really behind. With the girls here, I’ll get it all done. What brings you here?”

“I just returned home from taking Blake’s mother an apple pie I made for her and stopped to see if Jefferson was home. We were supposed to finish those reindeer we were making for the yard. Christmas will be here and gone. Jefferson had only one left to cut out, and I still need to paint them. I’d get Blake out there to do it, but since he hurt his arm in that accident last week, he’s had limited range of motion and can’t do a blessed thing it seems.”

“I hope he’s getting better, Linda, and no, Jefferson is not home. He had to run into work this morning.”

Blake and Linda Montgomery were the core of their cozy section of the neighborhood. Margo and Jefferson called them the first white settlers. They had welcomed many new residents into the neighborhood and had said goodbye to quite a few, as well.



Margo remembered how warmly she, Jefferson, and the children were received when they first moved—not only to Jordan Estates but also to North Carolina ten years prior. Jordan Estates was predominately Anglo, and the Myles family preferred a mixed neighborhood having lived in military settings during the ten years Jefferson was in the Air Force.

The military was an outright supporter of racial relations in the 1980s as families of all races, colors, and creeds lived together, the only differences being that living quarters were determined by rank and marital status. The Myles’ children experienced life that co-existed with others of diverse cultures, with racial differences often being second nature.

Linda went out of her way to acquaint Margo with Fayetteville and helped her adjust to the Southern way of living. Linda helped Margo enroll all four children in school; two were high schoolers and the twins were middlegraders at the time. There couldn’t be a finer display of Southern hospitality anywhere, and Margo knew that while Fayetteville was not their first choice of places to live, everything was going to be all right with friends like Linda and Blake.

Some of the other neighbors who were part of the elite group of firstcomers to Jordan Estates sprouted twigs of jealousy at the newly formed partnership between the Montgomery and Myles clans. It soon became common knowledge that each month the Montgomerys or the Myles family would play cards together, alternating between houses, preparing scrumptious meals that were devoured before the high-stakes game of Spades took place—the women against the men.

Angelica once remarked that Blake and Linda must have thought they were Sally and Dave on The Hughleys, because they came and went as if they lived in the same house as Jefferson and Margo. And when Winter wasn’t hanging out with her twin, Margo could almost always find her somewhere with Felicia, Linda’s daughter, whether it was on the phone, going to the movies, or football games. That was before they both set out for college. They were inseparable and the Montgomery and the Myles families would always be friends.

Jefferson once spoke of moving to another subdivision, away from all of the encroaching development that was sure to signal possible annexation to the city. But Margo wanted to remain in her cozy setting, with her cozy neighbors, in their cozy community, with no thought of leaving the Montgomerys behind.

“Are you all right, Margo?” Linda asked, noticing the band of sweat that formed about Margo’s forehead. Margo’s nerves were starting to unravel, but she had to keep everything in check.

“Yeah, it’s just that I’ve got a lot of things to do in so little time. Have a seat while I get a glass of water. Would you like something?”

“No, Margo. Thanks. I’m going to go so you can get back to what you were doing.”

“I wish I had it going on like you!”

“How do you mean?” Linda inquired.

“Oh, you just seem to float along. I bet all your Christmas packages are bought, wrapped and mailed, if you had any to send. Up early this morning to catch the early morning specials, heh?”

“Huh?”

“Winter saw you pulling in early this morning. Figured you were trying to catch those early bird specials at the mall.”

“Oh, that. No, I’m done. Had to go to the store to pick something up for Blake’s pain. Let me get out of—”

Their conversation ended abruptly with the sudden ring of the telephone. Margo tried to make a beeline for the phone that sat on the secretary desk that completed the eighth wall of the octagonal kitchen. In Margo’s awkward haste, the glass of water slipped from her hand, causing a loud crash that sent splinters of glass in all directions.

Linda couldn’t help but notice Margo’s discomfort.

“Are you sure you’re all right, Margo? Let me help you pick up the glass.”

“I’ve got to get the phone,” Margo said, although it had stopped ringing a minute ago.

“Mom, telephone. It’s Angelica,” Winter said. “What happened in here?”

“Your mother dropped her glass while she was trying to get to the phone,” Linda said, continuing to pick up the glass while keeping an eye on Margo.

“Well, she has been acting a little strange this morning,” Winter put in. “I’ve just attributed it to her working so hard on closing those two real estate deals. And, of course, she invited all those people to dinner tomorrow and has probably worked herself into a frenzy. I’ll be glad when my dad gets home. I’ll finish, Mrs. Montgomery. Oh, how’s Felicia?”

Linda was barely paying attention to Winter. So, Margo’s been acting strange. Linda wasn’t quite sure what to make of it. “Oh-h-h, Felicia’s doing great,” Linda said, coming out of her reverie. “She’s home from school, also.”

“Well, tell her that I’m coming over to see her in a day or two.”

“OK,” Linda said as she let herself out. “We’ll probably come by for dessert tomorrow. I’ll tell Felicia you asked about her.”
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“Angelica, what did you find out?” Margo asked, panting hard and trying to catch her breath.

“What took you so long to come to the phone? I thought you wanted information pronto!”

“My next-door neighbor was here, and when I heard the phone ring, I panicked. Thinking it might be Jefferson, I dropped the glass I had in my hand. I made a mess everywhere. I left Winter and Linda to clean up the mess, so I could find a place to talk privately.”

“Well, get hold of yourself. If anyone didn’t suspect anything, I’m sure their antennae are up now. And to top it all off, I didn’t find out anything, but I wanted to let you know that I was still on the case.”

“Nothing?” Margo screamed.

“Calm down, girl. There’s an answer somewhere. Even Ebony came up empty. She said that Jefferson let her go early, about four o’clock on yesterday afternoon. Said he had to run an errand—and something about some white paint.”

“Oh, that’s probably for those freaking reindeer he and Linda are working on.”

“I’m still trying to contact Malik, but keep it on the down low, my sistah. I’ve got your back. Love ya. Will talk to you later.”

“I love you, too, Angie. Get back to me as soon as you can.”



Margo took her time hanging up the phone. She sat on the bed in her bedroom with the door closed tight, contemplating her next move. Her head snapped at the sound of the doorknob turning. Before Margo could turn her head, Ivy stood in the doorway, looming tall over Margo with a quizzical look on her face.

“Mother, what are you doing in here and who were you talking to?” Ivy asked, walking into the room. “I could hear you yelling down the hall.”

“Ivy, you worry too much. I just needed a peaceful and quiet place to be.”

“Could have fooled me.”

Very slowly, Margo said, “Ivy, I need some time to think. Angelica is going through some things, and I’m trying to help her through them.”

“Oh no, not again. She’s been through so much, and I thought she was on top of her world. Well, let me know if there’s anything I can do, Mom.”

“Thanks, honey.” Margo got up and gave Ivy a big hug and tapped her on her butt.

“Out late showing off your new moves last night, eh?”

“Hey, you know me. My girls can’t even keep up with Ms. Ivy B. Myles ’cause she’s the baddest soul sistah in this here town.”

Margo and Ivy laughed.

“Mom, are you all right?” Winter asked, her voice almost a whisper as she entered the cozy room, looking at Ivy for some 411.

“I’m fine. You girls worry too much.”

“Just concerned, Mom. Look, we’ll help you with dinner, and when Dad comes home, we’ll get the Christmas spirit flowing,” Winter said.

“Where is Dad?” Ivy asked. “I didn’t see his car when I came in this morning.”

“You were probably drunk.” Winter laughed, placing a pointed finger in Ivy’s rib cage.

“I don’t play that,” Ivy said harshly, causing Winter to drop her eyes. “I know what I saw, and Dad’s car was not here when I got home. And Mom, who rang at three o’clock this morning? It couldn’t have been anyone in his or her right mind. You must have picked it up before I could get to it.”

“So many questions. Slow down. But since you asked, it was a wrong number, sweetheart. Some crazy idiot lost his mind calling someone’s house that early in the morning. Enough to give someone a stroke.”

Ivy and Winter looked from one to the other.

“You sure you’re all right?” Ivy asked one last time as she ushered Winter out of the room.

“I’m fine,” Margo lied. “I just need to exhale a moment.”

“We’ll be down to help you in a few.”

[image: Image]

Ivy and Winter walked briskly down the hall to Ivy’s room, bumping into Jeff Jr. along the way.

“What’s up with ya’ll?” asked JR, as he was affectionately called in the Myles’ household.

“None of your business,” Winter retorted. “It’s about time you got your lazy ass up from the bed.”

“Watch your mouth, or I’ll tell Ma,” JR shouted back.

“Boy, you better recognize. We aren’t running a hotel up in here. You know we have guests coming on Sunday, and if you think you’re going to lay around without lifting a finger, you’re wrong,” Ivy said.

JR rolled his eyes at Ivy. “You’re not my mama.”

“Boy, get out of my way. Just remember what I said. I’ll be watching you.”

“You better charge it to the mind, you crazy wench.” JR walked into the bathroom and slammed the door.

“He’s a punk,” Ivy continued. “Let’s go to my room.”

“What’s up with you and JR, Ivy? I know that you all have had a few issues between you, especially since the time he took your car and crashed it.”

“The fool was drunk … could’ve killed somebody. He never apologized…”

“Mom and Dad forgave him, and he’s still your brother…”

“Look Winter, I didn’t bring you in here to talk about JR. I think something’s going on with Mom, and I think it has something to do with Dad. I don’t think he came home last night.”

“Umm,” Winter moaned thoughtfully.



“Then I find her sitting in the closet talking on the phone. She claims Angelica has a crisis, but I don’t buy it. Seems a little weird to me and so unlike her.”

“Well, she has been acting a little strange. Maybe we should call Dad anyway, although she adamantly protested earlier when I mentioned it.”

“See, that’s what I mean. Give me the phone; it’s laying by your foot.”

The sisters lay sprawled across Ivy’s bed. Ivy was a replica of Margo with her same cocoa brown complexion and curves that were all in the right place. Her hair was locked in short braids that she wore well. She had been many a guy’s heartthrob. However, Ivy was sometimes cold and callous when it came to men. She had listened to many of the stories Margo and Angelica told about their heyday, and of course, Angelica’s wild and crazy marriage to Hamilton. Ivy had seen Hamilton on the few occasions she and her mother had been out shopping together; and she liked what she saw. Hamilton had even winked at her once, but even then Ivy remembered the stories that Angelica told about how ruthless and vile he was toward women.

Winter picked up the black, cordless, Sony telephone and punched in *10, the hotline to Myles and Associates. After what seemed like the longest minute, the phone rang and then a voice at the other end answered.

“Hello,” said the cautious voice while Winter’s eyes darted quickly toward Ivy who sat up abruptly, ready to take charge.

“Daddy, is that you?” Winter asked.

“Yeah, baby…” Jefferson was saying when Ivy reached over and snatched the phone from Winter, who gave Ivy a look of disdain.

“Daddy, when are you coming home?” Ivy asked, with some urgency in her voice.

“Why, what’s wrong? Is someone hurt?” Jefferson asked.

“No, I’m … I’m just concerned about Mom. She’s been acting very strange—talking in closets, dropping and breaking things.”

“Talking in closets? What are you talking about?”

“Just what I said, she’s been acting weird like something is really bothering her. She dropped a glass of water this morning, and then I found her whispering on the phone in the closet. It may not seem strange to you, but if you were here, you’d understand where I was coming from.”



“Acting strange?”

“Yes, acting strange,” Ivy said, with discontent in her voice at her father’s obvious disbelief.

“There doesn’t seem to be anything to be alarmed about, but I’ll be home shortly. I was getting ready to call it a day anyway.”

“All right, Dad. It’s not an emergency, but maybe you can talk to her and see what’s up. We would feel a lot better,” Ivy said, as she felt Winter’s piercing eyes heavy on her.

“OK, babe. I’ll be home in a minute.”

Before Ivy could completely lay the phone in its cradle, Winter moved closer to Ivy. “Well, what did he say?”

“He said he’d be home in a few.”

“Is that all?”

“Yep, that’s all,” Ivy said, in deep contemplation. “It was almost as if there was some relief in his voice.”

“Hmm. We’ll just have to keep an eye on Mom, I guess.”

“Yep, I guess that’s about all we can do right now.”
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“That call was from my daughters, man. They said Margo’s been acting weird and tripping out, which I half expected. Anyway, they want me to come home now.”

“You need to put your priorities in order, man. I’m not going to always have your back, and I’m certainly not with you, Jefferson, in this mess you’re making.”

“Listen, Malik. This is my ticket back into the house. I know you don’t understand, and I really don’t expect you to. I’ve got to come up with a good excuse right now. The girls are expecting me to come home any minute. You got any ideas?”

Malik looked at Jefferson and then turned quickly away. “Did you hear anything I said, bro? You are screwing up your life, and someone’s going to pay a price. And, bro, it might be you. Listen to what I’m saying, man.” “Malik, I hear you. I know what you’re thinking. I have this wonderful wife who has suddenly worn thin on me, and I’m disrespecting her. And on top of that, I’ve got myself involved in some mess that could either make or break me. I can’t deal with that right now; I need to deal with the moment, and I hope you have my back, bro. I’ve got to get through the holidays, then I’ll think about prioritizing.”

Malik let out a sigh. Jefferson was his best friend, but their relationship had become strained. Jefferson had gotten caught up in some dirty business and couldn’t find his way out. And then last night—sneaking around on Margo right under her nose. Malik would love to have someone special in his life like Margo. As much as Jefferson sought after the finer things in life, he was neglecting the real treasure, and someone else would someday scoop it up right from under him.
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