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      F

     ine needles prickled my shoulders and moved down to my elbows. Moisture seeped from inside me and onto my thighs. Hot sweat gathered in my armpits. I felt like I was outside myself, looking in at the person having this experience. I could actually feel my head swelling with blood, and my pounding heart was surely about to come through my skin. Some force had been pulling me further and further away from myself. Part of me wanted to relax, let whatever was taking over have me, but I’d held on. How long had I been in this? Fifteen, twenty minutes, maybe? It always seemed longer than it actually was. I looked over at the clock: 6:00 A.M.


    The sweat from my naked skin made me stick to the sheets. I eased my body farther under the comforter until it touched my chin. I longed to breathe in the cold air that blew in through my open bedroom window. But my cotton-dry mouth made it impossible for me to swallow. How would I get through this one? Use another one of my remedies? I’d been using them too often; it just didn’t seem right to do it in the morning, even though I knew it would ease my personal trip.


    My eyes took in the bedroom; the blank TV screen held my reflection, and the antique dresser where my collection of perfume bottles sat was a blur. Maybe my bed was too high off the floor, and that’s why I felt like everything was in motion. I tried to focus my eyes and my thoughts.


    Reluctantly, I eased one arm from under the covers and reached under the bed to where I’d kept the box hidden—from whom, I didn’t know: nobody visited. I slid the box out and flipped through its contents without looking. Maybe I’d surprise myself by what I chose. Just the thought of it made my body relax. But no, it was too early. I should wait until later. Maybe tonight. Yes, definitely tonight.


    Phoenix Carter


    Another dead-ass hotel suite. They all looked the same at three o’clock in the morning, no matter what city I was in. I hadn’t turned the television off, so I watched as highlights of the game we’d won replayed on ESPN.


    My effort to get comfortable in the custom-made bed was useless. I gave up, rolled over, and headed to the bathroom. Relieving myself, I looked in the mirror over the toilet and wondered why the same people who had made my career were now trying to ruin it. On the television I heard the commentator ask, “Phoenix, is there any truth to the rumors about you recently winning three hundred grand at the poker table in Vegas?”


    I’d done damn near everything over the last three years to clean up my image. I was no longer considered a thug. No more entourages of twenty deep. Shit, I was wearing three-thousand-dollar suits, but of course the media harassed me for that, always asking me how much they cost. And just because I’d picked up one little dirty habit, I was catching hell. I mean, I should’ve gotten some respect. I was twenty-eight, had been in the NBA for eight seasons, voted five times to the All Star team, had seven scoring titles and three championship rings, and made MVP countless times. Didn’t they realize who I was?


    Dragging myself back into the bedroom, I picked up her business card. I didn’t even remember how I’d gotten it. Public Relations. Yeah, she’d been good at that, but Sasha Borianni had been good at a lot of things. I knew I’d need to call her after getting into LAX last night and having the press stick microphones in my face. Platinum Images. She wouldn’t have that damn company if she hadn’t worked for me. But I had to admit, right now I needed her ass.


    Lyor Turrell


    I hated waiting for flights to take off, listening to the airline stewardess tell me how to escape—as if there actually were a way for me to save myself at thirty-five thousand feet in the air. I’m usually still not awake at six o’clock in the morning, much less able to figure out how to operate an air mask and what to do with the seat cushion.


    It didn’t help that I hadn’t slept well the night before, so I summoned the stewardess. “Can you please bring me a black coffee with a shot of VSQ alongside it?” I asked, ignoring her surprise at my early-morning drink request.


    Luck had definitely been on my side last night at Ari’s art gallery opening when he introduced me to Sasha Borianni, the CEO of Platinum Images. She had been quite impressive, with those long legs and mouthwatering figure. I enjoyed the way her beautiful hand gripped mine in a firm handshake. Every time she moved, I’d catch just the slightest scent of her perfume. It was hard for me to concentrate. Sasha had a subtle sexuality that made me want to find out where it was coming from and, more importantly, why she was trying to hide it.


    I’d studied her as she sipped and swirled a brandy snifter half filled with Hennessy Paradis. No apple or watermelon martinis for her. Listening to the way she described her company, it was evident that she was a woman with the ability to manipulate any situation she wanted. But more importantly, I watched and listened to what she was not saying.


    During our brief conversation, I’d caught her looking at me, sizing me up like I could be a possibility. It was like that with black women; they were always cautious of crossing the color line. But when it came to money, it never mattered. I knew I had to be careful with Sasha because “sistas” were my weakness, and this time too much was at stake.


    I’d never been in the habit of rushing business, but I also could not afford to waste time. I reminded myself that Sasha’s having worked for one of the country’s wealthiest and most recognizable athletes would make her unimpressionable where money was concerned. I was certain her first instinct would be to protect her ex-employer, ex-lover, whatever the hell he had been, but I’d win her over. With the right amount of planning, Ms. Sasha Borianni would carry me on her back straight to Phoenix Carter.


    Sasha


    Pushing the box back under the bed, I turned over and hugged the pillow. I hated waking up feeling lonely, but I guess it was better than lowering my standards just to have a man to warm my bed. That’s probably the other reason why I kept having these personal trips. I spent way too much time alone, thinking about the things I don’t have in my life. But I couldn’t deny that I enjoyed my antidote. It allowed me to slip away into my own private world.


    In the past I’d tried a number of things—yoga, relaxation techniques, changing my diet, medicine, exercise—but nothing took it away. Ignoring it definitely hadn’t worked. I didn’t know what I was so damn anxious about anyway. The doctor said there was no physical cause for my panic attacks, that I was probably working too much. But no amount of rationalization had been able to rid me of what I preferred to call my personal trips.


    It was probably last night that brought all this on. Freezing rain had been coming down all day, and I’d really wanted to stay home. But I’d agreed to attend Ari and Joan’s art gallery opening.


    “Lyor Turrell, international trader of many things, meet our friend Sasha Borianni, CEO of Platinum Images,” Ari had said as I reached out to shake the hand of a handsome white man who stood about six-three and looked to be about forty years old.


    “It’s my pleasure,” he’d said.


    “Nice to meet you, Lie-or,” I’d answered, curious about the foreign accent I’d detected.


    “If you let your tongue roll off the roof of your mouth, you’d pronounce my name correctly. It’s pronounced Lee-or.”


    “My apologies, Lyor. Did I get it correct that time?”


    “I am sure there are not too many things you get wrong. Now, may I get you a drink?” he’d asked, as Ari excused himself.


    “Yes, a Paradis, please.” I’d turned and watched him stroll to the bar. He wore a black single-breasted, two-button suit that made him look like he’d just stepped off the runway in Milan.


    He’d returned, handed me my glass, and took his seat beside me. I listened again for his accent when he spoke.


    “Thank you. And what exactly do you trade, Lyor?” I asked, once again emphasizing the correct pronunciation of his name.


    “As Ari said, I’m an international trader…of many things.”


    He quickly changed the subject back to me.


    “What, may I ask, did you do prior to Platinum Images?”


    I’d hesitated in answering, letting his voice linger in places where it shouldn’t. “I provided executive services to Phoenix Carter.”


    Slowly he moved his head up and down. “I am quite familiar with Mr. Carter. I’m surprised we never met in that circle.”


    “What accent is it that I detect?”


    Lyor paused, taking the time not only to decide on his answer but to let his gaze wander over my body.


    “Israeli. I’m an Israeli Jew. If you would allow me the pleasure of your company, I’m sure I could offer you a business opportunity or two.”


    At that point, I should’ve told him that I didn’t do white guys. But I was curious about his business, and I had to admit that he had struck a chord with me.


    As if considering an intimate relationship with a white man wasn’t enough, when I’d gotten home that night, I was surprised to find a message on my answering machine from a man I hadn’t heard from in a long time. Phoenix Carter. I’d been reading tidbits about him on page 6 of the New York Post. According to the gossip column, Phoenix had picked up a taste for high-stakes gambling, and he’d been seen in some shady places. I’d assumed it wasn’t a big deal, just something for the press to latch onto. But then again, maybe not.


    Phoenix


    Lying across the bed, staring up at the ceiling, I realized that sometimes I hated being Phoenix Carter.


    People, fans, always want what they think we have, but they have no idea how fucked up our lives really are. It was so much easier when I had less and my private life wasn’t up for public scrutiny. I mean, what crime had I committed? So what, I’d bet on a few rounds of golf and played poker a few nights. And whose business was it if I liked to pass time hanging out at the tables in Atlantic City and Vegas? I mean, it was all in fun—or at least, it was until I’d played around and bet on the wrong thing.


    Now Crystal’s bitching about how we’re gonna lose everything. How dare she threaten to take my kids outta school and go to her parents in Sarasota? I told her ass there was nothing to be worried about. But I knew better; too many details were coming out, which meant someone close to me was about to snitch.


    I should’ve gotten in touch with Sasha months ago, at least to get my packages out of the safe in her house. But now I was left with no choice. She knew how to handle the press, the NBA, anybody who came up against me. I refused to call her again because I didn’t want to sound desperate. But I was.


    Thinking back on our relationship, she’d been good at everything, especially at pleasing me. I’d often had to stop myself from thinking about the last time I’d really been with her. I’d been walking out the door of her hotel room about three in the morning, after a wicked night of lovemaking, when I’d looked back and noticed her sheer, black panties, ripped and crumpled on the floor. And there was Sasha, lying on her stomach all sprawled out across the bed, whispering good night to me. Damn, she’d been good.


    I picked up my cell from the nightstand and scanned through the numbers. But instead of calling Sasha, I found the number of a woman in Santa Monica who would immediately make herself available to me.
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    Lyor


    First class had certainly changed. I looked around me at the young punks with their headphones turned up too loud, crying babies, and the woman polishing her nails. If I had not been so cautious, or as my family would say, economical, I would’ve purchased a private jet by now to take me wherever I needed to go. But all in good time.


    Until then, I was forced to sit on a four-hour flight from Philadelphia to Dallas trying to score another deal while my mind was on Sasha Borianni. I called over the redheaded stewardess, whose heavy body soon would not be able to fit down the aisle, and ordered another VSQ, this time without the coffee. Reclining in my chair, I thought about what it would be like to be in Sasha’s company. I pulled her card out of my pocket. But instead of concentrating on the business I intended to offer her, I could only think of the pleasure of having her long legs wrapped around me.


    And as for Phoenix Carter, no matter how rich and famous he was, he would soon discover that the game he was playing wasn’t on a level playing field.


    Sasha


    My first instinct had been to call Phoenix, but so far I’d resisted, even though the thought of him had me lying there thinking too hard about how it used to be. He hadn’t mentioned anything personal in his message, but it was there, our sex, our memories, and I knew he felt it too by the way he kept pausing in his message. He’d left all his numbers, two-way pager, business cell, personal cell, office number, and private numbers at home.


    Closing my eyes, I drew a deep breath, recalling the feel of his strong hands and how they’d roamed my body. I’d acquired an appetite for Phoenix’s type of loving, which was something I hadn’t been able to get anywhere else. Without thinking, I picked up the notepad where I’d scribbled his numbers and considered…Then the phone rang, bringing me back to the morning.
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     Bearing the Cross

    


   


   

    

     

      S

     asha, hey, sorry to wake you but Pastor Price is about to be released from police custody.”


    “What? Bruce, what are you saying? Pastor Price?” Sitting up in bed, I recognized the voice of Bruce Reilly, lawyer to my client Pastor Nelson Price, a major figure among the Philadelphia clergy. He’d hired me to help position him in his run for president of the National Baptist Convention. I couldn’t imagine what he could be in jail for.


    Pulling myself out of my morning fog, I asked, “What happened? Was he involved in some sort of religious protest?”


    “No, this is serious. His wife called the police early this morning, accusing him of domestic violence.”


    I was completely awake now, but confused as hell. This was unbelievable.


    “Listen, he’s being released on his own recognizance, and I’m taking him to his mother’s. And just so you know, the press has already set up camp outside police headquarters.”


    Swinging my legs to the side of the bed, I looked on the nightstand for my remote, but it wasn’t there. Instead I found it wrapped up in my comforter. I turned on Good Day Philadelphia to see if the news programs had begun to report anything.


    “Bruce, can you get him out a rear entrance? And please tell him not to make any comments to the media. We both know how Pastor Price likes to run his mouth, but this is not the time for it. I’ll meet the two of you at my office in an hour.”


    “All right. We’ll see you then.”


    After hanging up, I realized that he probably had no idea that I’d already relocated my office. I began to dial Bruce’s number, but then I remembered that Daddy had phoned last night, sounding a little intoxicated, saying he wanted to have breakfast with me. It wasn’t unusual for him to buzz me late at night, but this request had been odd. He’d said it was important.


    Before calling Bruce, I phoned Daddy.


    “Morning, Daddy. Look, I know you wanted me to come by this morning, but I have a client being released from jail. Can I catch up with you later?”


    “Slow down, busy lady, and yeah, I did see Pastor Price on television this morning. Those brothers are full of surprises, huh?”


    “Yeah, I’m very surprised. Is it okay if I come over this afternoon?”


    “Well, sweetness, any other time I would say okay, but I need to talk to you. Do you think you could squeeze me in?”


    Since Daddy always wanted me to put my business first, I realized I’d better hightail it to his house to see what was going on. “No problem, Daddy, I’ll be there in about an hour.”


    I dialed Bruce’s number, pushed our meeting back to 11:00, and gave him my new address. I then put a call in to my office, leaving a message for my assistant, Kendra, that I’d be meeting with Price and his lawyer at our new office at 11:00. I left a message for my partner, Michael Taylor, who I knew would be aggravated by the delay in our morning staff meeting, and asked him to start the meeting without me.


    Damn, I hadn’t wanted my day to start like this. I pushed Phoenix and my personal trips to the back of my head. I pulled on my robe and, walking out of the room, caught a glimpse of Pastor Price on TV being led from police headquarters to Bruce’s black Mercedes.


    Before heading to the bathroom, I pulled a pair of Seven jeans from a Bloomie’s shopping bag and a white camisole with matching bra and panties from my dresser. I removed a white button-down shirt from its dry-cleaning plastic and threw everything on the bed. I took a few minutes to look over my ever-changing body in front of the full-length mirror that covered one wall of the bathroom. I’d gained a few pounds, but it just made me a fuller five-eleven. But what the hell? At my age I was supposed to show that I’d enjoyed life a little bit. I headed to the bathroom to quickly shower, and while brushing my teeth, I noticed that my hands were still shaky. I’d never taken the medication the doctor had prescribed for my panic attacks on a regular basis, so I turned on the faucet, filled my hands with water, and swallowed a Paxil. Maybe it would help today.


    I was out of the house by seven-thirty. While waiting for my car to warm up, I checked the eight messages on my cell phone and the twelve messages on my office line. Couldn’t life just slow down a little bit? I pulled into Dunkin Donuts for a decaf tea and a chocolate French cruller. It was no surprise when I crossed over Falls Bridge to West River Drive that I got caught up in rush-hour traffic. I tuned the radio to WJJZ and sipped my flat tea, trying my best to relax.


    I turned onto Fifty-seventh and Girard. Daddy still lived in the same house in West Philly where I’d grown up. He’d managed to keep the house in pretty good shape and was always talking about selling it but probably never would. The house was too big for him by himself. That’s why I was glad my son Owen and his family would be moving in to share the huge three-story, four-bedroom house.


    I rang the bell and used my key at the same time. Stepping into the enclosed porch, I was overcome with nausea at the smell of pork bacon and burned toast that filled the house. I could hear Daddy talking, so I followed the direction of his voice.


    Daddy was in the kitchen, talking on the phone to what was probably a woman, by the way he was smiling and whispering. I kissed his unshaved face. He put his hand over the mouthpiece and said, “Good morning, sweetness. Go sit down. I’ll be right there.”


    Sitting at the dining room table, I looked around the room, which hadn’t changed much, with its worn burgundy carpet and the chipped glass punch bowl that had been sitting on the buffet since my eighth-grade graduation. The living-room coffee table held a stack of newspapers and magazines, all of which had clippings of some media attention I’d garnered, either about my clients or interviews with me. Daddy was my biggest fan, determined that one day he would put all the clippings in a scrapbook. I made a mental note to hire a service to clean the house before Owen and Deirdre arrived.


    Daddy shuffled into the dining room, wearing the brown tattered leather slippers he’d probably had over twenty years, along with his gray pajama bottoms that didn’t match his blue sweatshirt. But hey, that was Daddy.


    “You want some tea?” he asked, carrying an old grease-stained teapot.


    “That’s good.” He set out two cups that held ginseng tea bags, which I’m sure somebody had told him was good for his blood. He shuffled back into the kitchen.


    “What’s this life-or-death reason that I had to be here this morning, and what the heck are you in there burning?”


    Poking his head in the doorway, he said, “Your favorite: bacon.”


    “Yeah, right. Well, it stinks.” My cell phone rang; I checked the caller ID, and when I didn’t immediately recognize the number, I hit decline.


    “That’s what makes it so good,” he replied. “You know you grew up on this stuff.”


    “Thank God for growing up.”


    He seated himself at the head of the table.


    “So what’s going on, Daddy?” I asked.


    Looking in his cup rather than at me, he mumbled, “Well, I went to see Jerry the other day, and even though I’m not in any pain, he says I have cancer.”


    “Daddy, what the hell are you talking about? You can’t have cancer. You just told me you had a checkup and that everything was fine.” Nervously, I reached for the teacup, but my hand hit the rim, splattering its contents onto the table.


    Grabbing a dish towel to soak up the tea, Daddy responded, “Look, baby, Jerry says he can get rid of it.”


    Dr. Jerry Gamble was a pinochle partner of Daddy’s who’d been his personal physician over the years. He was like an uncle to me. “Daddy, Jerry isn’t a damn specialist. He doesn’t know everything!”


    “Calm down, okay, and I’ll explain. I went to see Jerry because I was having a problem, you know, going to the bathroom. Before I knew it, he was running tests and sticking a damn probe up my ass.”


    I had to laugh; I could only imagine how Daddy was probably cursing while having good ol’ Jerry examine him.


    “That shit ain’t funny, Sasha. Your daddy ain’t no damn gay blade.”


    “But cancer, Daddy? I mean…” I couldn’t finish, because my words got caught in my throat.


    Daddy noticed my trembling hands and covered them with his. “Where is the cancer, Daddy?” I managed to ask.


    “Prostate, you know, under my balls. Where men get it,” he answered, while ruining his tea with two heaping teaspoons of sugar.


    “How do you know for sure? Have you seen an oncologist, urologist, or whoever it is men see for this stuff? I’m gonna make some calls and get you a specialist.”


    He took a piece of bacon, folded it between his burned toast, and attempted to answer me while chewing. “You don’t…need…to go doing all that.”


    “Never mind, Daddy. What’s Jerry’s number?”


    “I’m seeing him this morning, Sasha, and he wants you to come with me. Don’t go getting worried, okay?”


    “Daddy, how do you expect me not to be worried? You call me over here at seven-thirty in the morning and blurt out that you have prostate cancer.” The sting of unexpected tears began to well at the bottom of my eyes, and I tried to turn my head to blink them back, but Daddy had already noticed.


    He stood up and put his hand on my head. “Look, sweetness, I’m sorry to hit you with this, but listen, Jerry says they caught it in plenty of time, so I’m gonna be all right. Let me go upstairs and get my clothes on, and we’ll get over to his office so you can hear it from him.”


    Not feeling confident that it was all that simple, I answered, “Whatever you say.”


    An hour later we arrived at Jerry’s office inside the suites of the University of Pennsylvania Medical Center on Thirty-fourth and Walnut Streets. By then I was glad I’d taken the antidepressant, since my morning jitters had begun to subside. There were mostly women with children in the waiting area, and upon seeing us, the nurse came over to speak to Daddy as if he were there for a casual visit. He kissed her and the young blue-eyed blond receptionist on the cheek, referring to her as “baby” and “honey.”


    I couldn’t imagine why this had happened to Daddy. He’d always been so energetic and tough. He’d never had any heavy vices—a cigar once a night, a little Jack Daniels for the blood, and he’d always sworn they were what kept him young. Looking at Daddy I wondered what I would do if I lost him. Already, I’d lost my mother at birth.


    I could tell by Daddy’s casual attitude that he’d known about this cancer long before now. I picked up an old copy of Men’s Health magazine and flipped through it, not reading, just looking at the pictures. After about twenty minutes, Jerry called us into his office.


    “Hey, Doc,” I mumbled, moving past the reception desk.


    “Hello, Sasha,” he responded, kissing me on the cheek. “Why so glum?”


    “I shouldn’t?” I asked, heading down the hall.


    “Jerry, my man, what’s going on?” Daddy asked as they shook hands.


    Leading us into his office, Jerry placed his arm through mine and said, “Your daddy is gonna be all right, girl.”


    We took a seat in Jerry’s small and cluttered office, and this time I didn’t mince words. “Okay, Jerry, help me out here. What’s this about Daddy having prostate cancer?”


    “Like I told your father, he has a very high PSA reading, which probably means he’s got a little prostate cancer.”


    “What the hell is a little cancer? That makes no sense, Jerry.”


    “What I mean is, we can probably shrink the cancer without even going into surgery.”


    “Okay, wait a minute, just help me understand. Exactly where is the prostate?”


    “It’s located behind the pubic bone and below the bladder—it’s about the size and shape of a walnut and produces seminal fluid, you know what I mean, right?”


    “Jerry, look, just break it down for my daughter. It’s up under my balls, where the sperm comes from.”


    “Okay, okay, I get it. Daddy, have you been having problems with your sexual performance?”


    Jerry laughed while fiddling with his clipboard full of papers.


    Stretching his legs out and crossing his feet at the ankles, Daddy answered, “Hell, no, I got one or two women I’m steady with. I was just having problems passing my water.”


    I still wasn’t satisfied. “Are there still tests to make sure? And what about seeing a urologist?”


    “We’ve run most of his tests. It doesn’t appear that the cancer has spread outside the prostate gland. We’ve put him on medication to shrink it, and we’ll retest him in a month for any changes. And if it makes you feel better, your father has already agreed to surgery if there’s a problem, right, Joe? But believe me, your daddy will be fine.”


    By the time I dropped Daddy off, I was emotionally drained. I was already late for my ten o’clock appointment at Carson Savings & Loans. My cell phone had three new messages, but before listening to them, I called the office. Instead of the receptionist or Kendra, Michael answered. It was clearly a sign that things at the office were hectic.


    “Platinum Images, Michael Taylor.”


    “Hey, Michael, what’s up? Where’s Kendra?”


    “She’s talking with the movers. She received your message and said to tell you that she took care of everything.”


    “Great. How are things at the office?”


    “Out of control, of course, but I’m handling it,” he said, clearing his throat. I realized he always did this when he was busy and felt I was bothering him. “I saw the story on Pastor Price. What the hell happened there?”


    “Your guess is as good as mine. I’ll find out when they get to the office. Is the move going that bad?”


    Michael’s voice went up an octave. “They have stuff everywhere, and you know I can’t take disorganization but for so long. The movers claim they’ll be done by six P.M. today. And they better be, or else it’ll be reflected in their payment.”


    I thought about what a perfectionist Michael was—the movers were probably cursing him behind his back. Michael and I had met while he’d been director of marketing at a New York law firm. He had been looking to move back to Philly to be close to his family. He’d come on board just before I’d secured my first big account, and within a year I’d offered him a partnership. We worked well together because he was the total opposite of me. Michael’s law firm experience and thoroughness drove me crazy. My view was to look at the big picture.


    “Has Tiffany arrived in the office yet?” Tiffany, our senior PR specialist, had only been with us for six months. She had all the makings of a future partner. Before joining the firm, Tiffany put in two years as the marketing manager at a major advertising agency. She reminded me of my daughter-in-law, Deirdre, the way she mixed office savvy with street smarts. I figured her to be about twenty-six, but I had no idea what part of her heritage gave her her slanted eyes and straight hair. She carried herself as if she had no idea how beautiful she was. “She’s in the back, talking to the movers. We’ll be taking the two consultants out to lunch, since this place won’t be ready.”


    “Will you need me?”


    “We’ll be fine, Sasha. Here’s Kendra. I guess she’s finished flirting with the workers.”


    “Good morning, Sash,” Kendra began, and without stopping to breathe she went through a litany of messages. “You have a message from John Worthington at Worthington Associates who wants to know if you’re coming to the Jack and Jill Charity Ball, and two messages from the press.”


    I snapped out of my reverie. “Damn, about Pastor already.”


    “Seems like it.”


    “Anything from Lyor Turrell?”


    “Nothing from him, but there was one from a very rude man. Mitchell, of Mitchell and Ness”—my hands tightened their grip on the steering wheel as I listened to Kendra—“who phoned, saying he and his client need to speak with you. However, I must say he was very reluctant to tell me who that client was. He even had the audacity to ask for your cell phone number.”


    “Shit!”


    “What’s that?”


    “Nothing. Just something I need to take care of.”


    Maybe Phoenix’s situation was more serious than I thought. Mitchell was Phoenix’s lawyer. He was a partner at the law firm that helped launch my career as a personal assistant. “All right, I’ll handle that when I get in.”


    “Okay, well, if that’s it, I gotta go. Things are jumping here. Michael is on us to get this place in shape. Your desk finally came in, but your office is a mess.”


    As I turned onto Sixteenth and Race Streets, thoughts of Pastor Price and Phoenix Carter ran through my mind. I was still trying to take in the news that Pastor Price was a violent man. I don’t know why I thought it was impossible. I mean, wasn’t something seedy always being revealed about men of the cloth?


    And as for Phoenix, the sound of his voice on my answering machine kept rewinding itself in my head. “Hello, Sasha, it’s Phoenix…Phoenix Carter.” As if another Phoenix would be calling me. “Uh, listen. I need to see you. I mean, we need to talk.” The only thing he needed to see or talk to me about was getting his packages out of my house.


    To distract myself from thoughts of Phoenix, I called my son, Owen, in California. I knew it was early there, but sometimes he was the best person to keep me grounded. I was so glad Owen and I had finally ironed out our differences. I didn’t care what it took or what changes I had to make, I wasn’t going to be one of those mothers who didn’t talk to her son or vice versa. Deirdre, his wife, proved to have been my ally, and I attributed it to the fact that she’d married so young that she actually envied the fast life I’d led years ago. That’s why I wasn’t surprised by her excitement at moving to the East Coast. She hadn’t lived anywhere else but Compton, so I hoped it wasn’t going to be too much of an adjustment for her.


    After four rings, Owen picked up.


    “Hi, son, sorry to wake you.”


    “Yeah, hey, Ma, what’s up?” he groggily responded.


    “Look, your grandfather is having some health problems.”


    “Aw, shit. What is it?”


    “Prostate cancer.”


    “Do you know how bad it is yet?”


    Turning into the parking garage and taking my ticket from the machine, I held back tears. “They think it’s just in that one area, so he’s on some medicine to shrink the cancer.”


    “Well, don’t worry. Deirdre and I will be there soon.”


    “I know.”


    “Ma, if anybody can beat cancer, Pop can. You know that, right?”


    The sound of confidence in my son’s deep voice was already making me feel better. “I know.”


    Shifting the car into park, I asked, “How’s the packing going?”


    “Good. Real good.”


    “And what about my grandkids?”


    “They’re excited, and they don’t have a clue what’s happening.”


    “I can’t wait to see them. Well, I’m at my first appointment. I’ll talk to you more about your grandfather tonight.”


    “Love you, Ma.”


    “Love you too, son.”


    At Carson Savings & Loans, I was supposed to review the final details for a business loan I’d finally allowed Ari Glassman, my business advisor, to convince me to get. I didn’t expect the meeting to take more than thirty minutes.


    Once inside Carson’s, I strode past the teller windows to the customer service desk and told the representative I was there to see Joe Morgan, my loan officer. After making a brief call, she said, “I’m sorry, Mr. Morgan has been called into a meeting. In his place, Jordan Ashe, our branch manager, will assist you with your account.” She led me to a small conference room opposite the service desk.


    “Mr. Ashe will be with you in a moment,” she said, leaving me in a room filled with pictures of people striving to do better, one of the themes of Carson Savings & Loans’ public image. I poured myself a glass of water from the brown plastic pitcher on the credenza. I circled the table, choosing a seat facing the door so I wouldn’t be surprised by whoever I was meeting with. I could hear the woman in the hallway telling someone that I was waiting. A few minutes later a tall, fair-skinned brother who looked to be in his mid-thirties filled the doorway.


    “Sasha Borianni, I’m Jordan Ashe. My apologies that you had to wait,” he said, placing my file on the table and reaching over to shake my hand. I easily noticed that his well-manicured fingers did not hold a wedding band.


    “No, I’m the one who’s late this morning. I’m sorry if it caused a problem with your schedule.”


    “No problem at all,” he said, coming around the table toward me to take my coat and hang it behind the door. I quickly took inventory of his gray pin-striped suit and shirt cuffs that peeked out just a bit past the end of his jacket sleeve, revealing a hint of a monogram.


    Instead of sitting across from me, he sat in the seat beside mine, allowing me not only to take in the smell of his cologne but also to check out his freshly polished wing-tip shoes and his slightly high-water pants.


    Pulling his reading glasses from his inside jacket pocket, Jordan began, “I see here, Mrs. Borianni, that you were to bring an original copy of your business plan?”


    I handed him the paperwork. He looked over the sheaf of papers that made up my file. Striking jet-black eyebrows that almost met at the center overshadowed his handsomely chiseled features. I noticed that his low cut, jet-black wavy hair didn’t have a strand out of place.


    I could tell by the way his bushy eyebrows went up while he reviewed my file that he was surprised by the amount of money I held in various financial institutions.


    “Your numbers are quite impressive, Mrs. Borianni,” he commented, once again putting emphasis on the Mrs. It was obvious that he was trying to flirt with me; the first page of my application clearly indicated that I was single.


    “Thank you. I invested well.”


    “Exactly how long have you had Platinum Images?” Rocking back in his chair, he studied me. “And are you originally from Philadelphia?”


    I wondered if he was going to keep asking me questions whose answers were already in my file. “Born and bred right here. And you?”


    “Yes, I’m a Philadelphia kinda man.”


    He returned to his paperwork, and I wondered exactly what kind of man Jordan Ashe was, because he was definitely stalling.


    “Well, Mrs. Borianni, it looks like everything is in order. If you could sign where indicated, please,” he asked, offering me his gold Cross pen.


    “You’ll notice it’s Ms. Borianni, just in case you missed that while you were looking over my file,” I said. Without looking up I knew he was smiling.


    “I’m sorry if I offended you.”


    “No need to be sorry.”


    “There is another question I’d like to ask.”


    I stopped writing, and when I looked up at him, our eyes met.


    “I hear your firm is responsible for securing the Funeral Directors and Morticians Convention for Philadelphia next year. How’d you make that happen?”


    “The mayor assisted me in securing that business. They’ll be spending lots of money in our city.”


    “I hope Carson Savings & Loans gets a part of that business.”


    “That’s a possibility. Why don’t you attend Platinum Images’ upcoming open house?”


    “Certainly,” he answered. “And who knows, maybe my bank—I mean, Carson Savings & Loans—could use a little PR.”


    “Really? Now, does that mean you’re ready to stop being ‘The Small Bank with the Big Heart’?” I couldn’t stop myself from laughing at their slogan.


    His bushy eyebrows went up. “You find that funny?”


    I stood up and looked down at him, making him eye level with what he was probably really interested in.


    “Well, Jordan, why don’t I have my assistant give you a call to schedule a meeting at my office?”


    “A meeting at your office would be just fine,” he said, his gaze caressing my body. “Thank you for doing business with Carson Savings & Loans, Ms. Borianni.”
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