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CHAPTER ONE


[image: image]LANCASTER, BOSCHE, AND COLEMAN AT LAW was boldly engraved on a bronze plate outside the office with the double glass doors. Marvin Thomas touched his moustache and ran his hand over his head as he stared at the law firm’s name on the wall. This was the last place he wanted to be, but he was about to lose everything—his company, possibly his marriage, and for sure his sanity. A frizzy-haired blonde woman, wearing black, diamond-encrusted horn-rimmed glasses, who sat behind a maple desk, jerked her head upward when the glass door opened. Marvin walked through the foyer and stood in front of her.

“Good afternoon. My name is Marvin Thomas, and I have an appointment with Attorney Cecil Coleman.”

The receptionist ran her eyes over the handsome gentleman, who stood in front of her dressed in an expensive suit with manicured nails and eyes to die for. “Yes, Mr. Coleman is expecting you,” the receptionist said, her eyes steadily slicing and dicing. “I’ll let him know you’re here.”

“Thank you,” Marvin said, ignoring her furtive glances while he continued to pace. He wrung his hands together and paced back and forth, tension etched in his face. Although there was a lot on his mind, Marvin didn’t fail to notice the open-air terrarium filled with a variety of exotic plants and a small brook running on a pump that traveled through it. Track lights extended from the ceiling overhead to help provide photosynthesis for the greenery. Marvin jerked around at the sound of his name and walked the few feet to greet Cecil Coleman.

Long, sinewy fingers grasped Marvin’s in a brotherly handshake that lasted twenty seconds. “Good to see you, Thomas. How long has it been—ten, fifteen years?”

“Ten years for sure since we finished undergrad.”

“Come on back so we can talk,” Coleman said. “Gretchen, hold my calls.”

“Yes, Mr. Coleman.”

Marvin followed the lanky-legged Cecil down a long corridor flanked on either side by offices until they reached an elevator. Although Marvin stood at six feet, two inches tall, Cecil had him by an inch. They both played basketball at Clark-Atlanta, however, neither was destined for star status.

They marched into the open elevator and Cecil pushed the button for the twenty-ninth floor, both gentlemen remaining quiet for the duration of the ride. The elevator boasted a panoramic view of the city and the ride up reminded Marvin of the first time he rode a Ferris wheel, his feet extending over a little bucket that lifted him high in the air. The elevator stopped, and they got off and walked a few feet to a carved oak door with CECIL COLEMAN, ATTORNEY AT LAW engraved on the plate.

Cecil’s office was massive. An expansive cherrywood desk stood in the middle of the room with a high-backed mahogany-colored Italian executive chair sitting behind it. A large cherrywood credenza and bookcase blanketed the back wall, and to the right of the desk was an extensive built-in library filled with law books, State of Georgia statutes, LexisNexis, and case studies of well-publicized business takeovers, mergers, you name it. To the left of the desk was an executive conference table that sat fifteen, with matching Italian leather chairs. With hands in his pocket, Marvin crossed the length of the office and looked out the window. Tall skyscrapers littered the Atlanta skyline, and Interstates 75 and 85 snaked through the city like runaway children.

Cecil stood back and smiled as his old friend admired his accomplishments—a corner office that was four-hundred and fifty-square feet on the twenty-ninth floor of one of the most prestigious law firms in Atlanta. He was a Princeton man; his finest hour was graduating with his Juris Doctorate. After grad school, he interned at a smaller law firm, and met and married the woman who completed him. She was also an attorney, having completed her law degree a couple of years earlier.

Marvin turned from the window and looked at Cecil, trying not to size him up, although the large Princeton class ring, and the diamond-encrusted Rolex that sat on the edge of the starched-white cuff of the Armani shirt made him take notice. “Nice.”

“Thanks,” Cecil said. “One of the perks of being partner. So what you’ve been up to?”

“Depends on where I start. After grad school, I worked for several software companies before starting my own. I don’t know if you remember my cousin Harold, but we started out as business partners. Due to a family crisis, he resigned. My new partner, Kenny Richmond—”

“Richmond...Kenny Richmond. That name sounds familiar.”

“Well, Kenny Richmond and I earned Fortune 500 status and have built a very lucrative business in the last three years. During all of that, I got married then divorced, but I’m now married to the most wonderful woman named Rachel. We have a two-year-old daughter named Serena, and she looks just like her father.” Marvin smiled.

“So you’re enjoying a life similar to mine,” Cecil said with a hint of jealousy in his voice. As if seeing Marvin for the first time, he gave him a once-over and was mildly surprised that his friend probably shopped at the same clothiers he did.

“Well, I’m not sitting on the twenty-ninth floor, but...until a few months ago, we were doing great.”

“Sit down, Marvin, and let’s talk about what brought you here today. On second thought, let’s go over to the conference table where we have more room. You want a drink?”

“No,” Marvin said, as he watched Cecil reveal a hidden bar that was housed in the middle of his library. Although it was not illegal to have a bar in the privacy of one’s office, it struck Marvin as strange because of constant reminders on television about our responsibility as law abiding citizens to not drink and drive. Maybe it was because Marvin no longer drank. Anyway, he was not here to condemn Cecil Coleman. This man was one of the best negotiators and business attorneys in the nation...the man who might save his life.

“So what can I do for you, Marvin?”



CHAPTER TWO


[image: image] Rachel Thomas got up from the couch and walked to the entertainment center that held Sylvia’s family pictures. There were pictures of Sylvia, Kenny Sr., and Kenny Jr.; Kenny Sr. and Kenny Jr.; Kenny Jr. and his big sister, Maya; the whole Richmond clan including Sylvia’s mother; and Sylvia and Kenny’s wedding photo taken on a beach on what was a beautiful and sunny day in Jamaica.

Rachel picked up the picture of Kenny, Sylvia, and Kenny Jr. and stared at it. Kenny was tall, dark, and handsome, quite the contrast to Sylvia’s caramel frappuccino color. Baby fat still grabbed Sylvia’s curves, but the result was well worth the extra weight because Kenny Jr. had been a beautiful baby and would be more handsome than his father.

“Girl, can you believe that a little over three years have gone by since we were at Mona and Michael’s engagement party?” Rachel hollered into the kitchen where Sylvia was putting the final touches on Kenny Jr.’s extra birthday cake.

“And Adonis had the audacity to show up talking about he wanted his wife back...” Sylvia interjected.

“And your behind passed out cold on the floor...”

Rachel and Sylvia laughed at the memory. “Look, we can reminisce later,” Sylvia said. “Today is my baby’s birthday. I tell you, Kenny Jr. is as handsome as his dad.”

“And remember the look on my face, Sylvia, when you told me you were pregnant, and I didn’t even know that you and Kenny had done anything?”

“Rachel, you weren’t supposed to know everything. I believe we were feeling so bad about Ashley getting arrested for poisoning and killing William that I didn’t want to be alone, and the moment happened.”

“Yeah, right. Tell me anything, you crazy girl. I just know it messed up our plans to have a double wedding.”

“You didn’t need me and Kenny to double with you and Marvin. That day was meant just for the two of you. Rachel, you were so gorgeous in that Vera Wang gown. It looked beautiful against your cocoa brown skin. And I’ve never seen Marvin grin so much. He acted like someone who had just won the lottery.”

“’Cuz that man was happy, and so was I. When I looked into those hazel eyes of his and saw all the love staring back, girl, I couldn’t keep the tear well dry.”

“I remember, and so does everyone else who was at the church that day.”

“Sylvia, God finally blessed me with a real man, a true man—a God-fearing man. I don’t think I even deserved him.”

“I’ll tell you this one thing, Denise would have been right there to scoop Marvin up like a bowl of Raisin Bran if you hadn’t held on tight. Do you remember when Denise snatched her wig off at the Ex-Files meeting, talking about she had cancer?”

“Sylvia, she saved herself in the nick of time because I was about to kick her ass into the ground. Nobody asked her to tell us how she and Marvin got together and how they kissed in Times Square and all whatever else she did. Yick! Sickening. I just know Marvin got rid of her tail for sleeping with his cousin Harold. She was Marvin’s ex-wife, and I was going to see that she stayed that way.” They laughed again.

“I can’t believe Kenny came back into my life.”

“Me either,” Rachel quipped. Sylvia gave her a harsh look. “But me and Kenny are cool now,” Rachel quickly added, making the peace sign with her two fingers. “I really love the brother because he’s a changed brother who makes my sistah happy.”

“Who would have known that a pity party and quick stop at a grocery store was going to change my life forever?” Sylvia continued, ignoring Rachel’s antics. “I love me some Kenny Richmond.”

“Well, I’m sure it helped that the brother was still fine after all them years you all were apart, and he had a little bank roll to entice you.”

“Got that right. But look at you, Miss Rachel. Snagged your man at our first support group meeting. Telling that raggedy story of yours hooked and reeled your man in like a school of tuna caught in a fishing net. You were good—no, brilliant.”

“Yes, I was, but you know I was telling the truth about getting rid of my ex. That was the past. Now we’re married, our husbands are business partners, and we all have babies—me, you, Mona, and Claudette.”

The conversation was interrupted by the sound of the doorbell.

“That ain’t nobody but that crazy Mona,” Rachel said, “ringing the bell like she don’t have good sense.”

Sylvia laughed. “Let that child in. I’m going to the room and get Kenny Jr. and Serena.”

Rachel pulled the door open and smiled with glee. Mona and Claudette stood at the door, the biggest grins on their faces. “Girl, look at you,” Rachel said to Mona as she admired her dreadless hair. “No baby fat on you, and you look fabulous. Hi Michael Jr.”

Kiss, kiss. “And so do you, Mrs. Fortune Five Hundred,” Mona said in return, then turned to her son. “Tell Auntie Rachel hi.”

“Hi Aunie Rachel,” Michael Jr. said.

“And look at you, Ms. Claudette and little Miss Reagan,” Rachel continued. “You’re looking good in those matching kente outfits. Trying to get Reagan hooked on ethnic clothing since you couldn’t do it with Reebe,” she quipped to Claudette.

“Shut up and let us in,” Claudette said, giving Rachel air kisses on both cheeks.

“Hi, Auntie Rachel,” Reagan said without coaxing.

“Hey, sweetie. Your mommy got your hair all fixed up pretty, and you’re so beautiful. I bet you hear that all the time.”

“Yes,” Reagan replied.

“Y’all come on in. Sylvia,” Rachel shouted, “it’s Mrs. Bourgeoisie and her hairdresser, packing two more children.”

“Look who’s talking, Claudette,” Mona said as they made their way into the living room. “Got some nerve to call anybody bourgeoisie. These Fortune 500 wives don’t do nothing but sit on their butts all day watching stories, buying up stuff on the shopping network, and got their maids cleaning the mansions their husbands bought them. Poor children are going to grow up spoiled.”

“Just like, Ickelmay Uniorjay,” Sylvia said as she entered the room with Kenny Jr. and Serena. Everyone laughed.

“Well, it looks like someone is having a birthday in here,” Claudette said.

“Yeah, enough balloons to make you feel like you’re right at the fair.” Mona giggled. “Kenny Jr. sure is loved.”

“Nothing too good for my baby boy. Outside, we’ve got clowns, face painting, you name it. But you know how it is since you all have children. So how are my girls doing? Group hug.”

They drew to each other as if the air was sucked from the middle. Their lives had become entangled—a single common denominator had brought them together. Not so long ago, each had been divorced, distraught, and then desperate to repair their torn lives that needed mending in the worst kind of way.

“Hey, that felt great,” Rachel said softly, not wanting to break from the warmth of their nestling together.

“Yeah, it did,” Claudette rang in. “Sylvia, I didn’t know you could sling some pig Latin.”

“Hey, I still got it,” Sylvia said. High-fives went around the room.

“Well, how do you like my hair?” Mona chimed in. “Claudette wasn’t down with cutting my dreads, ’cuz she says she’s never cutting hers.”

“I think your bobbed look is simply elegant, Mona,” Sylvia said. “Turn around and let me look at you.” Mona did a twirl in the middle of the floor. Michael Jr. giggled. “Can’t tell that a baby’s been in that belly. You’re still lean and mean and still got those boobs to go with your bob.”

“Yeah, baby,” Mona said. “Michael loves up on these twins every chance he gets.”

Everyone laughed including the children, although they didn’t know why the adults were laughing so hard.

“Mommy, your turn,” Kenny Jr. coaxed Sylvia. Everyone laughed again.

“Naw. I didn’t lose all my baby fat, but Kenny Sr. loves me just the way I am.”

“Just stay away from the ice cream bowl,” Rachel said to Sylvia who gave Rachel the eye.

“Like I said,” Mona added, “you and Rachel need to get up off them things you sit on all day long and do a good days work. That’ll keep you fit, although I don’t think Rachel ever gains an ounce of anything.”

“No not an ounce,” Rachel said as she took her turn to twirl around. “My husband loves his chocolate diva and we do more than I can say out loud to keep physically fit.”

Serena clapped her hands.

“That’s right, clap for Mommy, Serena.” Everyone laughed.

“Well, I guess it’s my turn,” Claudette mumbled. “But instead of twirling around, I’ve got something I want to tell you.” She winked at Mona and flung one of her braids off of her shoulder. “I’ve stopped smoking, for three whole months.”

“Oh my God,” Sylvia and Rachel said in unison and cupped their hands to their mouths. “That’s so wonderful, Claudette; I’m so happy for you,” Sylvia said, her eyes widened in shock.

“Yes,” Rachel echoed.

“Now Reagan can have a smoke-free environment to live in,” Mona added.

“What about the rest of my family?” Claudette questioned.

“And of course, the rest of Claudette’s clan, although they’re used to it because they’ve been inundated with secondhand smoke for years.”

“We’re happy for you, Claudette,” Sylvia said again.

“Mommy, Mommy,” Kenny Jr. whined.

“What is it, sweetie?” Sylvia asked.

“What about my birthday party?”

“Of course, baby. Today is your day. As soon as the other children get here, we will go outside and have some fun.”

“Yeah,” Kenny Jr. shouted.

Sylvia looked at Kenny Jr. as he ran off to join Serena, Reagan, and Michael Jr. “My handsome guy will be three years old on Monday.”

“He looks, just like Kenny Sr.,” Mona said. “He’s so handsome.”

“I think all the kids look like their fathers,” Sylvia said. “Serena looks like Marvin and Michael Jr. looks like Michael.”

“Except Reagan,” Claudette butted in. “She looks so much like her mother, Ashley. But she’s got William’s hair. I’m so glad Ashley let me adopt her. It would hurt to know that Reagan was with Ashley’s family and they didn’t treat her well.”

“To think you and Ashley didn’t get along in the beginning,” Rachel put in.

“Well, it’s good that she has a good friend in me. Ashley’s been asking about you guys. She was right there in the beginning when we formed our support group. It hasn’t been that long ago that we were all in need of some healing because our men had left us. It hurts because Ashley didn’t have to kill William to get away from him.”

“It’s unfortunate,” Sylvia said. “The signs were probably there, but we failed to see them.”

“I don’t know what signs were there that we didn’t see,” Mona chided. “I didn’t think Ashley had it in her to kill a big ole Mandingo like William.”

Rachel laughed, and Claudette stared back. “It’s not funny.”

“Come on, Claudette,” Rachel said. “Don’t be so sensitive.”

Claudette rolled her eyes, then looked at her friends. “You need to go to the prison to see her. And don’t sit and look at me like you’re stupid and didn’t comprehend a word I said, because you’re guilty.”

“We got it, Claudette!” Mona said. “Now let’s get little Kenny’s party started. Put on some music so I can dance.”



CHAPTER THREE


[image: image] Kenny Richmond slipped through a side doorway off the garage and into the hallway that joined the kitchen and a set of back stairs that led to the second floor. He walked with a cell phone up to his ear and a briefcase in the other hand. Loud music met his ears and he frowned, telling the caller to wait a minute while he investigated. He had expected to walk into a house full of children who had come bearing gifts for his little boy’s birthday, not all of his wife’s girlfriends getting their party on. But what was a party, even a kid’s party, without Sylvia’s girls?

“Look, man,” Kenny said to the caller, “I’ll get back with you on that stock. I feel pretty good about it. Talk with you later.”

Kenny closed his cell and thought about where he wanted to take Thomas and Richmond Tecktronics, Inc. His partnership with Marvin was a match made in heaven, and between the two of them, they had amassed a small fortune. It had grown from a medium-sized business to a Fortune 500 company and from five to over one hundred employees.

When Marvin Thomas founded the company some nine or so years ago, he was involved in the sale of high-tech computer programs. Now they were a multi-million-dollar company with their own technicians, some of them imported straight from Silicon Valley, who designed sophisticated computer programs and systems, video games, and educational resources. They were also sellers of quality computer systems, personal and portable, with a highly skilled sales force that were spread out globally and had infiltrated a network of large conglomerates to become a viable competitor in the marketplace. Kenny liked that Marvin gave him the space and latitude to handle things in his own way. After all, they were both laughing, running, and grinning all the way to the bank.

Making money and closing high-stakes deals had become Kenny’s mission, along with keeping the woman who gave his life new meaning happy. For the moment, he’d push his wheeling and dealing to the side so he could enjoy his son’s birthday party. Kenny adored little Kenny and counted him among the greatest gifts his wife, Sylvia, had given him.

He ran up the stairs and dropped the briefcase in his office that looked like an electronics showroom. Scattered around the wall were small shelves that held video games that he and others had invented, MP3 players, DVD players, wireless notebooks, and other handheld electronic devices. Home speaker systems were strategically placed in several locations. Kenny’s desk was made of a high-resin, clear acrylic and held a PC system with all the bells and whistles a three-gigabyte computer could hold.

With reckless abandon, Kenny plowed through a stack of papers that were on his desk, hoping to find a list of figures he’d jotted down for a proposal he was working on. Not finding what he was looking for, Kenny walked the few feet to the door that led into the hallway connecting the master bedroom and his office. On each side of the hallway were his-and-her walk-in closets.

The master bedroom was painted a matte gold with an off-white ceiling tray in the center of the room that boasted a large crystal chandelier. Occupying one of the walls was a bronze and gold fireplace that extended from the floor to the middle of the wall. A brass mirror with floral etchings running along its base hung overhead. A king-size cherrywood sleigh bed sat in the middle of the room accompanied by two nightstands on either side, a large chest of drawers, and a three-drawer armoire that housed a flat-screen television. A small, round cherrywood table accompanied by two high-back chairs sat under a beveled glass window that provided a view of the orchard behind their yard. A sliding door led from their room onto the second-story balcony.

Kenny’s walk-in closet was almost as large as Sylvia’s. His designer suits hung on the top rack along one wall, while his casual leisure suits took up space on the bottom. Long and short-sleeved shirts, polo shirts for playing golf, and easy lying-around shirts littered the opposite wall above his slacks, the expensive and not so expensive, which hung underneath. The middle wall showcased Kenny’s collection of shoes. In the center of the room was a red plush chair that sat next to a built-in set of drawers that held all of Kenny’s sweaters.

He settled on a yellow polo shirt that accentuated the color of his dark skin and a pair of brown slacks. Next he went into the spacious octagon-shaped bathroom with mirrors on three quarters of the walls. A Roman tub sat elegantly against a sea of floral and candle embellishments that were Sylvia’s handiwork, underneath a window that was shaped like a half-circle. Kenny brushed his teeth and smiled when he looked in the mirror. “Man, you’ve come a long way.” Last he splashed on some Karl Lagerfeld, his wife’s favorite cologne ever since the day he walked back into her life.

After a last glance in the stand-alone mirror that sat to one side in the bedroom, Kenny dashed down the stairs and out into the three-car garage. Off to the side was an orange, kid-sized Hummer that was so true to life it came with its own motor. Kenny Jr. had been talking about it for days, ever since Michael Jr. said his dad was getting him one for his birthday. Kenny lifted the garage door and moved the car outside to the front lawn and around the side near the clown setup. There was no need to put a bow on it. Just seeing it would make Kenny Jr. go wild.

Kenny ducked back through the garage and into the house to surprise his son. As he approached the living room from the dining room, he heard the women talking and stood behind the door listening to their antics while he laughed to himself.

“Rachel, stop acting like you were born with a silver spoon in your mouth,” Mona quipped. “You may be sitting on your ‘a’ double ‘s’ now, but I’m sure you remember how good BellSouth was to you before...when you couldn’t keep a husband.”

“Mona, no need for you to talk, sitting up in that mansion of yours with Dr. Michael Broussard and all that he lavishes upon you.”

“That’s right, but even though my husband is who he is, I still have my catering business and my elite clientele has grown with it. I’m not satisfied with just being Michael Broussard’s wife and concubine, I’m also an icon, and together we are a force to be reckoned with. In fact, I will be catering a big event next weekend that will encompass some of the oldest money in Atlanta. It’s a fundraising dinner for Democratic presidential candidate Barack Obama, but I tell you that deals will be made in back rooms to the tune of several million dollars.”

Rachel sighed. “Well, that’s your life. I can’t help that Sylvia and I are the wives of the two most important people in Atlanta and we’ve got it like this. And we don’t care anything about your big party. Don’t look at me like that, Mona. You started it.”

“Hold up; enough of this,” Sylvia chimed as Mona zoned in for the attack. “This is Kenny Jr.’s birthday party. We’re going to open up presents in a few minutes. I’m trying to wait for Kenny Sr.”

Kenny pushed open the dining room door as if on cue. “Surprise, everybody. Where’s the birthday boy?”

“Daddy, Daddy,” Kenny Jr. shouted upon hearing his father’s voice. Kenny Jr. ran to his dad, who picked him up.

“Happy birthday, son. Daddy and Mommy have a special birthday treat for you.”

“Yeah!” Kenny Jr. shouted.

“Were you listening to our conversation?” Sylvia said accusingly, her hands on her hips.

“Well, I wouldn’t mind securing a spot on the guest list for that party Mona was talking about,” Kenny said, giving Mona a wink. “Sounds like a place I’d like to be. Well, I see that the gang is all here. Mona, Claudette, Rachel, ladies.”

“Hey, Kenny,” they all said in unison.

“You all were having some kind of heavy conversation up in here. I was waiting for my wife to say how much she loved her husband and wanted to be alone with him.” He laughed.

“Ooooooooooh,” Mona crowed.

“I like that in a man,” Claudette said, getting tickled as she watched Kenny undress Sylvia with his eyes.

With a quick stroke, Sylvia raised her hand and moved it forward as if she was getting ready to throw something. “No, Kenny, we aren’t going to start that up again.” She gave him a sly wink. “How many times do I have to tell you people that it’s my baby’s birthday? Next time, no adults will be allowed to stay.” The ladies laughed, then calmed down.

“You’re right, Sylvia,” Rachel said finally. “Let’s celebrate.”

Kenny put Kenny Jr. down on the floor.

“Okay, kids,” Sylvia said, “We’re going outside. Some of the other kids are just now arriving. We’re going to sing ‘Happy Birthday’ to Kenny Jr.”

Everyone filed out of the house and into the yard that was decorated with red, yellow, and blue balloons. Little stations were set up for face painting, tattoos, and a space for the kids to sit and listen to clown jokes. The clown was six feet tall, and his face was painted white with red freckles. His hair was strawberry red, and a large red button nose sat in the middle of his face. He wore a clown outfit similar to Ronald McDonald’s. A large sheet cake that was made in the likeness of Superman, Kenny Jr.’s favorite superhero, sat alone on a table. Hot dogs, potato chips, and punch sat at another station waiting to be served.

Kenny Jr. didn’t even see the clown; he ran straight to the orange Hummer and got in. Sylvia raised her hand over her mouth, looked at Kenny Sr., and grinned. He did it again. Kenny Sr. never failed to make his son happy.

Other parents and their children made a ring around Kenny Jr. as he sat in his Hummer. Little Kenny waved to everyone until Sylvia finally coaxed him out of the car. Again, Sylvia threw her hands up in the air and moved her arms like a maestro directing an orchestra. “One, two, and three. Happy birthday to you, happy birthday to you, happy birthday Kenny Jr., happy birthday to you.”

Serena, Reagan, and Michael Jr. sang along with the adults and other children. “Let’s open your gifts, Kenny,” Sylvia said.

“Yeah,” little Kenny shouted again. Sylvia gave him a large red and yellow bag with a giraffe on it from Serena. Little Kenny reached inside and pulled out a toy fire truck. Kenny was so excited. Aunt Rachel had also stuffed several cute shirt-and-pants sets in the bag. Then Kenny tore the birthday paper with all the balloons on it from the next gift, from Michael Jr. It was a model Hummer that Kenny Sr. was going to have to help Kenny Jr. assemble. Next was Reagan’s gift. Kenny Jr.’s eyes got wide as he examined the X-Box video games. Reagan smiled.

After all the gifts were opened, the children ate and got their faces painted and listened to the clown who made them laugh the rest of the afternoon. Kenny went to Sylvia and kissed her. “Good job, Mrs. Richmond.”

“Good job yourself, Mr. Richmond. You never cease to amaze me. When did you get that car for little Kenny?”

“When you weren’t looking.” They laughed and Kenny kissed Sylvia on the lips while he squeezed one of her healthy buttocks. “I love you, Mrs. Richmond. And I always will.”

“Through the storm and the rain,” Sylvia said, “I’ll be by your side.”



CHAPTER FOUR


[image: image] Marvin Thomas sat in his office ruminating on the advice he had received from his friend and attorney, Cecil Coleman. The weight of the world had fallen heavy on his shoulders, and even with the best advice, he wasn’t sure what to do. Just this morning, he noticed gray strands running through his head faster than the speed of light.

He was at the beginning of a fight for his life, his livelihood, and his family. Hanging on the walls in his office were commendations and awards that he and TTTS, now Thomas and Richmond Tecktronics, Inc., had garnered over the years for being a reputable and new-age company. They were in competition with some of the largest white-owned companies in the U.S. and abroad, and they had been able to stand their ground.

Now someone wanted to eliminate the competition, them, namely; Thomas and Richmond. It would take everything they owned to fight the merger that was sure to take place, displacing him and Kenny in the end. Marvin had yet to tell Kenny about the warning signs and the flagrant attempts to manipulate them into giving in. Kenny would not understand—he had invested a lot in the company, and to hear him tell it, this was the happiest Kenny had ever been.

With elbows on the edge of his desk, Marvin leaned his face into his extended hands and cried like a baby. He’d always been strong and was always in the gap where others were concerned, holding up the torch and fighting their battles to the end. Although he was divorced from his ex-wife, Denise, when she needed him—when she needed someone to help her get through her bout of cancer—he was there. Now, he had to make a grave decision: fight the big boys or sell out.

Hurriedly, Marvin grabbed a tissue from the silver container that sat on the edge of his black executive desk, next to the picture of his family and a Newton’s cradle—five steel balls suspended by wire that swing back and forth whenever you knock one into another. Soon after Marvin and Rachel got married three and a half years ago, Rachel had redecorated his office, making it look more professional. Black lacquered furniture with stainless steel accessories turned an ordinary office into an extraordinary one. A flat-screen television hung on the wall opposite his desk where he tuned in daily to CNN for the latest news and to gaze at the television ads they’d prepared that celebrated Thomas and Richmond Tecktronics’ success. Black and gray carpet with a splash of red color running through it gave the room an executive look. With the tissue, Marvin wiped the tears from his face upon hearing Kenny’s voice that preceded his entrance into the office.

Kenny bounced into Marvin’s office with his cell phone still attached to his ear. “I’ll meet you for lunch. I’ve got a hunch that I’ll have that information by then. See ya.”

Kenny closed his cell phone and glanced in Marvin’s direction. Marvin leaned back in his chair. He was in no mood for talking—not even to Kenny.

“Hey, man, I was going to ask what the good word was,” Kenny began, “but the look on your face suggests otherwise. What put that sour look on your face? Rachel’s cooking?” Kenny laughed.

Marvin eased up in his seat without cracking a smile. “Streets aren’t always paved with gold. Things aren’t always the way they seem to be. One minute they’re this way, the next another.”

“So what are you trying to say, brother? You and Rachel are cool, right?”

“Yeah, me and Rachel are just fine. I love her just as much as you love Sylvia. I probably love Rachel more than you love Sylvia.” Marvin swallowed, and let out a nervous laugh, remembering a romantic moment he recently shared with Rachel.

Kenny took a seat, concern written on his face. “I take it this has nothing to do with our wives.”

“Right. I’ve been doing some thinking,” Marvin said.

The tension in Kenny’s face eased a little. “I’ve been doing some thinking myself. I’ve got a few ideas I’d like to pass by you—some long-range goals, our next steps, and how do we get there.”

“Funny, I’ve been thinking along the same lines.”

“Whew. You had me worried for a minute, Marvin. I’ll have to learn to recognize your deep-in-thought look so that I don’t trip next time.”

“You know, Thomas and Richmond Tecktronics, Inc., has been an industry leader for the last three years. Can you believe we’re moving and shaking with the Sonys and Toshibas, well, maybe not that big, but you know what I mean?”

“Umm-hmm,” Kenny said, his voice barely audible.

“Anyway, we’ve developed software just like the Japanese. We’ve got video games that people all over the world are playing. Damn kids know how to manipulate those games backwards and forwards, but half of that population doesn’t have a clue what the fifty states are or the names of our Supreme Court justices. They act as if the world was invented after the last commercial break, and we’re the ones responsible for it. Richmond, can you name five Supreme Court justices?”

“‘Uncle Tom’ Clarence Thomas, David Souter, Scalia, Kennedy, and Ginsburg.”

Shock registered on Marvin’s face. “Damn, boy, you’re good. I’m thoroughly impressed. You better keep those in your hip pocket because we may need all nine of them one day.”

Kenny cocked his head and looked straight into Marvin’s eyes. “It’s me, Marvin. You need to shoot straight and stop talking like a white boy. What in the hell is up with you? No more beating around the bush or playing like you’re the host of some reality TV show. I’m better than a fifth-grader. So if you’ve got something to tell me, spit it out.”

“Nothing, it’s nothing, man. I had a long talk with a friend of mine yesterday, and it made me take a long, hard look at my life. I’m good. Needed you to make me come to my senses with your assurances that things were moving in the right direction. How was Kenny Jr.’s birthday party?”

“Marvin, if there’s something you need to tell me, now is better than later. I’d hate to learn something the hard way when it could have been resolved on the front end. By the way, Kenny Jr. enjoyed himself. Sylvia outdid herself with his party. She had clowns and all sorts of stuff to entertain the kids. I got little Kenny the Hummer he wanted. He probably won’t play with the rest of his toys until it rains.” The two men enjoyed a laugh.

“Thanks, Kenny. No need to worry. Everything is alright, man. I know your day is full, unless you came down here to talk to me about something specific.”

“No, I was just checking on you—touching base. After you didn’t stop by little Kenny’s party, I thought I’d pay my partner a visit. If you’re alright, I’m alright. I’ll get back with you about my long-range plans.”

“When my cousin Harold and I were partners, I trusted him with my life. I feel the same about you, Richmond. I’m proud of our partnership, if I hadn’t told you that before. I love you, man.”

Marvin watched as Kenny stood on his feet and came around to where he sat. It was easy to see that his tone and metaphor-laden conversation troubled Kenny. It was almost as if Marvin could hear Kenny’s brain sizing up the last fifteen minutes, analyzing and reanalyzing what had been said or possibly implied. Although it might not be fair, he was going to wait until the last minute to let Kenny in on the time bomb that was ticking and on target to rock the fabric of his life as well as the lives of his family and friends.

“Love you, too, man,” Marvin heard Kenny say. They shared a brother’s handshake, and Kenny departed.

As soon as the door closed behind Kenny, Marvin picked up the phone. He pretended to dial some numbers, then looked at the phone and began to talk. “Baby, I love you and Serena. My whole world revolves around you and everything that I’ve ever done was to give you and Serena the life you so deserve. I don’t know how to put this other than to just say it.” There was a long pause. “Rachel, I’m deep in debt. I’ve made some financial decisions that have caused me some anguish. Now, I might lose the company because a larger firm is trying to buy me out and take over the company I’ve built from the ground up. I may lose everything...the house, the cars. I don’t know what to do, Rachel. Help me.”

Marvin placed the receiver on its base. The television commercial made it seem easy as actors portrayed parents who had to talk to their teens about drugs and went through a ritual of a practice run before the real meeting. The practice run was tense for Marvin, but he wasn’t sure that he would be able to go through with the real thing.

His company’s climb to the top made him blind to the economic crisis that loomed across the nation, even while politicians gearing up for the next presidential election were making light of it everywhere they went as they crossed the country talking to everyday folks. His mind way out in space, Marvin shook the clouds from his thoughts and turned on the TV. He gasped as he saw that another giant in the banking industry was about to fall.



CHAPTER FIVE


[image: image] Rachel flitted from room to room with her maid, Isabel, at her side, carrying two large books that contained swatches for her new project. It had been only three years since she and Marvin had moved into the three-acre estate that boasted a four-car garage; five bedrooms and five baths; a large solarium; and a chef’s kitchen complete with orange-and-charcoal granite countertops, copper pots and pans extending from the ceiling, and a chef’s butcher block fitted with an oven/grill and a sink large enough to hold a side of beef. Marvin enjoyed this item in the kitchen more than Rachel, and often was the head chef at many of the dinner parties they hosted at their home. But Rachel was set on giving the room and others in the house a face lift with the latest in drapery fashion.

“Isabel, what do you think about this fabric for the kitchen?” Rachel asked as she fingered it and glanced up at the window and around the room.

“That’s nice, Mrs. Thomas.”

“Are you saying that just to agree with me or because you really agree with me?”

“Because I agree with you, Mrs. Thomas. It is really beautiful.”

“Well, I don’t like it. It’s too dark for this room. We need something light in the kitchen that will pick up the colors of the countertops but not make everything dark. You understand, Isabel?”

“Yes, Mrs. Thomas, I understand.”

“Oh, Isabel, you’re not much help. Roland should be here any minute. He’ll have all the rooms picked out in no time.”

Isabel rolled her eyes. “Yes, Mrs. Thomas.”

Rachel moved to the dining room. This room was one of her favorites. It had an Asian theme, which included two large Oriental vases that stood three feet tall, a large Oriental water-color painting that lay against a pale yellow wall with eggshell-colored crown molding that snaked around three walls, and a black lacquered dining room set that sat six but could be extended for eight. A six-by-four-foot Oriental rug sat underneath the dining room table.

Rachel fingered a pale, champagne-colored fabric with Japanese motifs embroidered in dark brown that she imagined would look elegant on the ten-foot window that looked out into a meadow filled with pine and dogwood trees. She nodded her head in approval. “I like this fabric for this room, Isabel.”

“Yes, Mrs. Thomas.”

There was a loud knock at the door, and Isabel made a beeline for it. Rachel temporarily put the swatch books down on the dining room table and anticipated Roland’s entrance.

“Girlfriend,” Roland said upon entering and threw Rachel two air kisses. Dressed in navy pleated silk slacks, a white long-sleeved shirt opened down to the top of his breasts, and a burgundy linen vest, Roland swiped his hand in hello to Isabel, who wasn’t interested in any kind of kiss from him whether it was real or one blown in the air. His makeup was flawless, setting off his manufactured cat eyes, and his hair was cut in a precision short Afro so tight that it looked tailor made.

“Water, Mr. Roland?” Isabel asked.

“No sweetie, make it stronger than that. I need me a nice glass of chardonnay. You do have some, Miz Rachel? I need a drink before I get to messin’ up in here with you. I love working for you, Miz Girlfriend, but you always seem to make my pressure rise.”

“Roland, you’re a trip, but you’re right about me working your bony ass today. I need new drapes for five rooms, and I want to know what you think of my choices.”

“So you’re getting ready to spend some real money today, Miz Rachel? You know that will make me very happy.”

“Yeah, Roland. I need a change.”

“I guess you and your man got it like that. ’Cuz these drapes that have already got these rooms looking fabulous got a lot of good years left on them. But I ain’t mad, girlfriend. I’m trying to refurbish my condo. Where is that drink?”

“Here you are, Mr. Roland,” Isabel said as she extended the glass of wine to him.

“Cheers, baby!”

“Cheers,” Rachel said, hoisting one of the books up in the air. “I’ll have my glass of wine later. I want to be fully cognizant of every decision we make.” Isabel frowned with disgust and left the room.

Roland poured the sweet liquid down his throat. “Alright, Miz Girlfriend, let’s get this party started.”

Rachel and Roland spent the next three-and-a-half hours fussing over fabric, taking measurements, and making suggestions until choices were finally made and Roland had written up the order. He followed Rachel to the kitchen so she could put her copy of the order in the secretary drawer. “I’ll call you tomorrow, girlfriend, and let you know what kind of damage you’ve done—and it’s extensive enough, in fact, to call for disaster relief.”

“You let me worry about that. I just want to know how fast you can get my order to me.”

Rachel and Roland turned in unison at the sound of keys hitting the kitchen counter. Rachel smiled when she saw Marvin, and Roland grinned harder.

“Hey, honey, how was your day?” Rachel asked.

“What’s going on, Rachel? What’s this I hear about disaster relief?”

“Marvin, this is Roland.” Roland smiled and gave Marvin a friendly wave. “He’s the interior decorator I hired to do our drapes when we first moved in.”

“Is something wrong with them?” Marvin asked.

Roland moved his head like a ping-pong ball as the conversation bounced between Marvin and Rachel.

“What’s wrong, Marvin? Did something happen at work today?”

“What is he doing here?” Marvin asked, pointing to Roland, who made a poker face.

“Honey, I wanted to put new drapes in some of the rooms. I thought it would give the house a nice face lift for the fall.”

“We don’t need new drapes, Rachel. You’re spending money as if it grew on trees. Do you have a clue what’s going on outside of these walls? There’s an economic crisis that’s going to hurt all of us.”

“Get a grip, Marvin. You haven’t indicated to me that we had anything to worry about.”

“Look, Miz Rachel,” Roland cut in. “This is my cue to leave. You call me later and let me know what you want me to do. Girl, that’s some sweet tea,” he whispered to Rachel. “Fine as wine.”

“Roland, let’s go,” Marvin said, showing him the door. “My wife and I need to talk. Don’t get your hopes up.”

“Good day, folks.” Roland left in a hurry.

“Why were you so rude to Roland, Marvin? That isn’t like you. He was a guest in our home and here at my request.”

“Rachel, were you going to make a decision like this without consulting with me?”

“Honey, you need to relax and calm down. Whatever has irritated you should not be taken out on me. Yes, I was going to tell you all about what I was doing, but my God, I was only getting estimates.”
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