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Dear Reader:


It is indeed my pleasure to present There’s Always a Reason by William Fredrick Cooper. In his first novel, Six Days in January, readers were introduced to William McCall; a young man whose outlook on love showed that men do indeed love deeply. Now the wonderful, charming character is back and this time he discovers that love is more about giving than receiving. When he meets Linda aka Lucky, during a period when everything is his life seems to be falling apart, not only does he quickly realize that things can be worse but how truly blessed he is. Not only is he blessed to have met Lucky but he is blessed to be given the “experience of loving her.”


I first met William at a writer’s conference several years ago and was immediately taken aback by his honesty about life and his passion for writing. I knew before I even read a single word of his writing that it would be outstanding. Why? Because the emotion was there and emotional writing is generally the best writing. William is a trooper and fans and booksellers alike seemingly adore him, and for good reason.


This book brought out so many deeply rooted feelings while I was reading it. I found myself laughing and I found myself crying and in the end, I found myself praising this novel as I am now doing so to you.


Thanks for giving William’s novel a chance and I am confident that you will enjoy it as much as me. Make sure that you check out “Dear Zane…A Lust Letter from a Fan” also penned by William and which will appear in my first nonfiction title, Dear G Spot, in July 2007.


I want to thank those of you who have been gracious enough to support the dozens of authors I publish under Strebor Books International, a division of ATRIA/Simon and Schuster. While writing serves as a catalyst for me to release my personal creativity, publishing allows me the opportunity to share the talent of so many others. If you are interested in being an independent sales representative for Strebor Books International, please send a blank email to info@streborbooks.com. Also, visit my blog at http://myspace.com/zaneland.


Blessings,
[image: images]
Publisher
Strebor Books International
www.streborbooks.com
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ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


“Only when you have been in the deepest of valleys can you ever appreciate how magnificent it is to be on the highest mountain.”
RICHARD MILHOUS NIXON
August 9, 1974


It’s funny how words spoken at one person’s resignation can galvanize the spirits of another. Thanks, Richard.


I want to first and foremost apologize for the delay of my second novel; Lord knows, I didn’t mean for it to take such a long time. However, to say real life got in the way is an understatement. I lost my everyday job and couldn’t land another one for almost two years. Eviction notices coming left and right, lights and heat going out occasionally, warding off depression, it got rough for a minute. Then upon landing one, my boss took flight, leaving the responsibilities of running a growing department, and many nights and weekends in the hands of eighty attorneys. Deadlines came and went, and ultimately, it came to the “now or never” point to release this novel. Sometimes truth is stranger than fiction. However, through the process I learned so much about faith and mental toughness, some of which I hope I conveyed in this effort. If not, then readers, I tried. And will keep trying.


Bianca Carrion: At time of publication, I don’t know whether you’ll be here with me, or home with your Father. I’m praying you’re around for my first U.S. signing. One of the things many of us could learn from you is how strong the will to live is, the ability to smile during grinding times, and to live life with unconditional love. Bianca, words cannot describe my thanks for everything. I love you and you will always live within me, no matter where you are. Whether you are here or in heaven by the time this hits the shelves, don’t hurt nobody (you know what I’m talking about!!!) Darryl Franklin: You are, by far, the best dancer I have ever known, but more importantly, an even better man. Your sacrifices regarding Bianca inspired this story of love, and I am grateful to know your courage.


I never had the opportunity to express my gratitude for all those in the U.S., Canada, England and other places that went into their pockets and purchased my first novel, Six Days in January. When hearing how some people drove three hours to purchase the book, and others waited as long as two weeks for it to arrive abroad, that made me feel special. To those who gave indication that it was 1) very different from what’s popular, 2) very refreshing and special, and 3) provided emotional therapy, it let me know that I accomplished what I set out to do.


Somehow, making a difference means more to me than anything else.


Additionally I am appreciative of the many tough reviews I received. Black Expressions members—I appreciated our love/hate relationship. Thumper: your review was not used as toilet paper. In the alternative, every time I lost confidence in my writing, I pulled it out as motivation to prove you wrong. Call it a basketball player’s mentality. When you go the paths less traveled, you know you’re not always going to win fans accustomed to the norm. Many of us prefer to escape from reality, but sometimes we must THINK. Everyone is not going to like what you do, and though it can be tough to accept negative critique, (Do you know how many authors want to say “Screw you. You sit down, learn how to put feelings on paper in a way that may save lives, make tremendous sacrifices in your personal life, and hold their tongues?)” It’s a necessary evil in the development of our craft. So keep those coming as well.


There are many people to thank. Anyone who looked at the last acknowledgment I wrote knows I am long-winded. But I don’t want to forget a soul, as many have touched my life. God, thank you so much for the journey, as well as the determination to see things through the eye of another storm. When you have a purpose for someone, you navigate them through many storms so they can deliver your messages. All things are not possible without you, Big Guy. Eyvonne Wilton, Elaine McCormick, Deacon Anthony Nolen, Sr. and Allegra Maple: Your stories are ones that are profiles in courage, and I only hope that I captured some of your bravery in this novel. To the family of Luther Vandross: the singular voice of hope and love that kept me from falling too far down, and I am so grateful. I sure do miss him.


Ms. Audrey T. Cooper, thank you for being so understanding about my financial woes when I was unemployed and not dragging me through the legal system, as well as holding it down like a trooper. Lastly, I want to say thank you for raising our daughter to be a queen. I know that if anything were ever to happen to me, Maranda would be okay, for she has a treasure in you. From the bottom of my heart, I say thank you for being a blessing from above. Maranda, if there’s anything I want you to inherit from your father, remember that he’s not a quitter. Life throws us curveballs sometimes, but the tests are there to make us stronger. Use every clip in the chamber of knowledge to get through. I love you so much. Daddy’s so proud of you.


Cheryl Faye Smith: Thanks for everything, baby. You are incredible, and I love you very much for all you have done to help me strengthen my writing in every way possible. (That night when you told me to prove it when I said “I want to be the best” stands out.) I couldn’t have done this without your demands of excellence from me. We make a hell of a team. You wanna know why? Because I know a man with the power of “Who Do.”


Zane—what can I say that already hasn’t been said? I love you like a sister, and though I piss you off sometimes with my enigmatic ways and delays in submitting my stuff (the perfectionist in me), I truly hope that I represent Strebor in the best way possible. Charmaine Parker, you are priceless. I appreciate everything about you. Rick Parker—Take better care of yourself, please. A brother loves your humor. “T.Q.” —you are the man!


Man, there were so many people that helped me through my literary tour and struggles, from all over the place. God definitely gives you what you need when you need it. Sarah Oyango (“Black on Black” CHUO 89.1FM—Ottawa Ontario) and my Kinkii Ladies of Ottawa, Canada: I really love your support, and can’t wait to see you ladies again. We gotta go dancing again. Sarah, you have a heart of gold. To think: it all started with a simple Black Planet post. From the bottom of my heart, I want to say Thanks. To Neil Armstrong (York University Radio—Toronto), Milton Thompson, Carrie Mullings (my condolences on your father) and Gary (your last name escapes me, but I love you.): as per your requests I won’t change my writing style for anyone, eh? To Sean and Michelle Liburd, owners of Knowledge Bookstore (Brampton, Ontario): I simply can’t wait to see you guys again. Thanks so much for taking a chance with me when the other bookstores wouldn’t because I wasn’t… You know the deal. I’ll never forget the love.


Many book clubs looked out for a brother, and I have been truly blessed. To Judi Belle Raines and the Sugar and Spice Book Club: I love the realness of your family. Circle of Sisters (Kalamazoo, Michigan), Mahogany Book Club (Far Rockaway), Sisters in Spirits, Imani Book Club and Nubian Sistas (Miami, Florida): you ladies are incredible. Joy Farrington, Kris Hollis, Patricia Louis: Thank you ladies, for being you. Gwendolyn Ames and the Amigirls: I can’t wait to return to your Retreat. Lord Knows, it was tons of fun dancing the night away. Alicia Latimer and The Sisters Sippin’ Tea Book Club (Tulsa, Oklahoma): That “Man Up” conference was incredible. Thanks for including me in the program.


Carla Carter, I really enjoyed staying with you whenever in Maryland. Thanks for looking out, and being a real friend even when I didn’t understand. Sonya Allen, you are amazing, a real sweetie. Tell your sis I said WHAZZZUUPPP! Angela Ray—thanks so much for being you when I was touring in the Carolinas, but I expect nothing less from a Delta. Carol Blake, you are, and always will be my creampuff. Girl, you helped me with money, T-shirts, your wisdom, photocopies, and did so with love. I cannot begin to tell you how much you mean to me. God bless you and Bermuda Press! Karen Butler-Brock: thanks girl, for being there for me. Joyce Adewumi: You were right: we are humans living an experience. Lisa Solomon-Jackson—Always a positive word, whenever I needed it. Rhonda Lawson—I wish that I could have reached out more, but a brother was going through some serious shit. You are one of the sweetest people I have ever met. Melonne—You know what’s up! Okay, I admit, I cried when Jerome Bettis and the Steelers went to the Super Bowl, for I believe in perfect endings. Please kiss that wonderful son of yours. Tell my ladies in Cleveland Whazzzzzupppp!!! To Susan McNamara, Brian Sachs and Michael Stonberg—the temp assignments were right on time. Jason Bernstein: How does it feel to look in the mirror? You are incredible, and I enjoyed working for you.


Now I realize that other sorority members might put down my book with my next words, but I want to say that the unity and love each unit represents is a mandated necessary in the black community. To the Crimson and Cream, the Delta Sigma Theta Sorority: Everywhere I have turned, from the Godmother of my daughter (Josephine A. E. Tucker), to close personal friends (Brenda Woodbury, Danielle Spears, Gail P. Carr, Pardiece Powell-McGoy) to Literary Aides and Inspirations (Jackie Perkins, Linda Battle, Victoria Christopher-Murray) and women that touched my soul (Staci Shands—Congratulations Ms. New York!!!, Joy Tyler-Hill: You are so crazy!) you queens have given me fortitude. I only hope Linda Woodson represented in print how to make a man stronger, as you ladies have done for almost a century. Give a brotha an honorary Ooo-oop.


David McGoy, my childhood friend and editor: That seventh-grade water gun fight in front of Tad’s door has turned into something, huh? (Thank goodness for Martha Smith—LOL!) I don’t know how you deal with my emotional nature, when writing these books. But I know that I can’t do this without your uncanny critical/nurturing spirit. I love you.


My boys: Allen Brown, Askia Farrell, Allen Brown, Stacey and Tad Spencer, Daniel Marks, Bobby Moore, Christian Davis, Baruti, Steve (Randall—wink) McGoy, Hector Gonzalez, Iscom Jones, B.K. Simpson, Anthony Lopez, Jesus Hernandez, Darren Hunter, James Bethea, Memphis Vaughan, Jr., Roger McLean, John Fleming and Michael R.D. Cooper: No matter where I go with this, know that our friendships stand the test of time. You guys have looked out in so many ways—from dinners when you knew I was down in spirit (I never opened my mouth, but you guys sensed my troubles) to insulating my daughter within a positive village whenever I go into my writing zones—I can’t possibly repay you all for the deeds done. God Bless Each Of You Guys. Grandma: Thank you for keeping a roof over my head and teaching me that three dollar chicken and noodles recipe. I make it pretty good, you know? Ma: Thanks so much for passing along the energy to help in any way I possess, as well as the talent of transforming meditations to paper. You have a natural gift of expression that can touch lives. You need to write something. Pop—You know how we do. I love you, man.


My brothers, Adrian, Jeff and Gerald: You guys are my soul. Thanks so much for just being there to listen and love. My sisters, Janessa and Stephanie: there’s a winner in each of you, but sometimes, you must reach deeper than you realize to uncover it. Cassandra Solomon, Albert, Kenny and Ingrid Morgan, Katrina Spicer, Michele Wilson, Nathasha Brooks-Harris, Joyce Powell, Anita Turner, Rosalyn Lewis, Alicia Martinez (my cyber lover—LOL) and Andree Michelle (take care of my big brother for me—wink): Thank you so much for keeping me sane. I love you ladies so much. JoOna Danois: Read the message in the novel carefully. I hope you get it.


Nancey Flowers, (Another Delta) thank you so much for teaching me how to navigate through the literary madness. You never find out who your friends are in this industry until the shot clock winds down. Thank you for being there. Vincent Alexandria, when it’s all said and done, this industry, no, our community, will realize that to whom much is given, much more is required. I am honored to be your left hand with Brother 2 Brother, and more than honored to be a friend. I love you, man. Tracy Grant: I miss you. Do the damn thing in California.


Nancy Gilliam and Denise Spiller: you ladies are awesome. Tina Brooks McKinney: that critique meant a great deal, as it made me buckle down. Is there any more drama comin’? Allison Hobbs and Jessica Tilles: If I accomplish what you ladies have, I’ll be grateful. Allison, your words of encouragement meant more than you ever realize. Eric Pete: You know how we do. I’m so proud of you. I studied “Don’t Get It Twisted’ carefully, and combined it with my own femininity and tried to nail it. Thanks for showin’ me the way with a wonderful blueprint. Chet “C. Kelly” Robinson: You are an incredible writer, one of my favorites. I only hope I did you and Timm McCann proud. Donna Hill: You’re admired more than you realize. Gloria Mallette: If I weave a tale like The Honeywell, I’d feel happier than if I saved money on my car insurance…You get it. Tracy Price-Thompson: We’ve come a long way since Atlanta. I love you, little sister. Karen E. Quinones Miller: You know that I love you, girl. Evelyn Palfrey: Thanks for having me amongst the Marvelously Mature. Kashamba Williams: You are my girl!!! Darren Coleman: I have always admired your work, and that you think I’m one of your favorite writers means the world to me. We have got to collaborate. SOON! Wow, I’m actually someone’s favorite writer. Roy Glenn: That plane ride to Houston was so much fun. You only deserve the best. Carl Weber—Without you, there’d be a lot of people doing negative shit. Thanks for saving some lives, man. My Strebor Family: I wanted to name all of you, but our galaxy of stars has gotten rather large. I want you all to know that I admire each of your talents, and hope that all of you realize that it takes the sum of us to make this thing happen. Each of your success is my own. There’s no “I” in team, so it’s up to us to follow Zane’s selfless lead. Talent without humility means nothing, ya feel me? Kerry Wagner—I needed that kick in the ass, and I love you for it.


I want to pause with the authors for a tick and give thanks to the homeless shelters I visited before penning this book, as well as “my friends.” Trust me, your stories of survival can make a book on its own. I will help, don’t worry. To my sexy nurses Karen Spencer and Sarena Morris: your insight and information proved more valuable that you ever imagined. Karen, your trailblazing experience galvanized me. I believe in breaking ground with the hopes that I can make a difference. That means more to me than any bestseller. Cheryl (Luckee) Tanksley: That nickname, as well as our friendship, means more than you can possibly imagine. You are a great woman who I am hoping receives a King.


Lynette Holloway (Ebony magazine): Thanks for allowing me to contribute to history. I am truly blessed to know you. Carol Mackey (Black Expressions): Can you clone yourself? Just teasin.’ Thanks for having faith when I was sleeping on office floors, trying to become self-published back in 2001. To my spades partner, Tee C. Royal: Thanks for supporting me from the go. Geoff has a hell of a woman. Heather Covington (Disilgold): Your selfless spirit is infectious. He must host another awards show together. —LOL Charene Thornton: I love you, big sister. It’s amazing how a simple e-mail in 1999 triggered all of this. If this literary thing takes me far, then it’s all because of you. I am here, because you were there. I love you.


My Court Family: Ruthlyn Charles, Barbara Reaves, Lenny and Larry, Diane Howard Ruiz, Edwin Ruiz, Rafael P. Valdez, Yvette Wilks, Tracy Motley, Doris Harrell, Antoinette Anderson, Michelle Lumpkin, Caprice Cummings, Alice Hall, Ruth McLean, Karen Shuman, Renee Hill, Ann Davis, Lynn Little, James Bouyer, Wilson Kenney, Robert Scott, Dave Brantley, Dawn Marie Goins, James Libson (AMAG), Octavia Richardson and Camille Jacobs: thanks for being my guinea pigs. My Seyfath Family: Cathy Hernandez, Lydia Ravnikar, Jennifer L. White, Carolyn Ylagan, Patricia Simmons, Angela Wilson, Cleo Hall, Sandra Gonzalez, Alfunso Batista, Jerry Montag (thanks for pushing me), Jennifer White, Michelle Duerr-Condia, Susan Riccio, Amy Nill, Martin Villoda, Carol Valdez, Newt Newton, Roy Robinson, Edward Rodriguez, Ray Anderson, Bradley White, Andrew (DJ Dru-Tiz) Ortiz, Tara Smith Williams, June Daniels, Pamela Hackett, Elizabeth Schrero (my prayers are with you and your family): You guys are incredible and I thank you for your support. Darryl Milner, thanks for being so cool and keeping me sane.


To my Black Singles Connection Family: You guys are incredible, and though I’m not on the site anymore, you are all with me in spirit. Now, if you guys can only talk some sense into Tasha about renewing my membership…LOL!!! All Of You: Adareau, AfroAngel4U, Sirinity, Alicia1951, Zorab, ASultryMD, Joyfullady, Atrsylady, Smooth595, BlackButterfly06, Bspeciallady19, Bttra, Caramelsolace, CatAJazzFan, Catwoman1, SuperNatural, Classyladie, Coalblack, Daiyaah, Desiree6, DMD357, Godessjaye, Iregal, JCwings, Juan1, Big Coby, Dparline, Mark Anthony, E-Z Mark, Tylisa, Natural2Unique, Dhampt (From your boy Coopizzle) BlushingBeauty, RareLuv, Libbi4U, Maxee, MissJazz, Missunited, Penumbra, Prettywoman, Queen34234, Redbutterfly05, Shaystang, Shenda47, Snoopylov2, Soulfuljoy, Starch, Sunrisesmile, Taliah2, Txlady, Peanut, Waitingforyou, AAA247, Afroasian, Charlesthegreat1, D. J. Webb, DarkCinnamon, Detroit Red, Dion, Jericho, Kelvin, Larry 0517, Lightsaber, Merkwerke, Mr. Dotson, Felicia517, Foxylady, Oinpharoah, OneLuvand Peace, Prepaidman, Rufio1, Saukretees, Siera153, TheLoftyOne, Uarenotalone, Veggieman, Litesun_1, Letsdolunch90703 and Smooth 595: This love thing is not easy, but if I refuse to give up, neither can any of you!!!


To Leah and Courtney Floyd: Each of you ladies has a beautiful future ahead of you both, but you must focus on good, and what has substance. Make your mother proud. To Larry (Papa H) and JoAnne Hardison: You guys will always own a special place in my heart, continue teaching Generation X how love is supposed to be. Robert and Robyn Hardison: You opened your homes to me when I was at my lowest, and I am so grateful to both of you. Jan Forney: Thank you for allowing me to be close to you. Sometimes we need tough times to see the beauty that lies within us all. To Mommy: You saved my life. That’s all I can say. Though this “Thank You” may seem little, you know it means so much more than you can imagine. I can’t begin to tell you how much you mean to me. You are a treasure, a diamond that floats above murky waters. Thank you, Mommy, for being you. Always, Daddy.


Well, I think I got everybody. If not, then you know my heart, which means that I won’t forget you the next time. To my readers: In terms of writing, I’m only hoping that you appreciate the substance I try to write with. So many are out there making a difference with the many stories we tell. But my hope is that you take something away from each tale that can help us, as Black people, grow together as one. The problems with us are many, but with a little love from us all, they can become few. We need to show love towards one another, because in our struggles we need each other. Authors, readers, and community, a little love is all is takes. A little love is all we need.


I’ll see you guys in another three years.


I’m out like Captain Kirk.


William.




“Love has nothing to do with what you are expecting to get—
only with what you are expecting to give—which is everything.”


—KATHARINE HEPBURN





ONE


“Yes! Yes! Don’t stop. It feels so-o-o good!” the woman screamed as the sound of her flesh slapping against her chiseled lover reached a crescendo.


“That’s right! Take all this dick!”


Over the past year, he had survived numerous trials that would have broken the spirit of most men, but somehow he’d brought a semblance of order to a world that, for him, could be described by the acronym FUBAR: fucked up beyond all recognition.


The genesis of it all still tortured him, however. Recalling the recollection of that life-altering memory, the mind-blowing moment still shattered his senses like a sledgehammer blow. His bald head throbbing intensely, all attempts to still the headache had been futile, prolonging his plaintive state.


A year later, the torment of the nightmarish day remained.


Riding across the Manhattan Bridge on a crowded “Q” train in a punch-drunk stupor, still unsure of his surroundings, William McCall stared at the downtown skyline of New York City through red, sleepless eyes.


While the Freedom Tower project was in its embryonic stages, the hub of concrete skyscrapers lacked a familiar accent without the Twin Towers. This particular morning, the majestic view seemed even emptier, for if anything mirrored the loss of the magnificent World Trade Center, it was the gaping hole in his heart.


Rolling the dice of love for the umpteenth time, once more he had crapped out. All his dreams of a future with Anna Daniels—his exclusive, exquisite love, the woman he would grow old with—were shattered by an unforgettable sight.


“It’s all yours, Baby...”


“That’s right! This is my shit here!”


The x-rated scene seemed on an unending loop; the sound of the lovers’ lusting banter and physical exertion reverberated between his ears.


“Ooh, I love it when you do it that way...”


“Do you want it harder?”


“Yes, Baby, yes,” Anna screamed. “Harder, dammit! Harder!”


Her explicit words giving direction, commands and encouragement to continue the animalistic activity echoed in his mind as if it happened yesterday.


It wasn’t supposed to happen again. He thought he’d figured the damn thing out; the crazy masculine force that embodied strength, yet made men vulnerable to the desires when surrendering to that special woman. Praising love and its workings during its prosperity, he refused to allow the jaded world of contemporary dating to bring about negativity.


Acknowledging and correcting mistakes of yore, his past demons were in the rear view mirror of distant memories, having been replaced by confidence and restored trust. Coming of age, he reached the stage in his life where wisdom met self-worth, adding to substance. Someone would come along who would appreciate his virtues, aid him in strengthening his character to build him up as he would her, and their love would conquer all.


What he witnessed made a mockery of his personal growth.


“Does he hit it like this?”


“No...he...doesn’t...mmph.”


He watched as Anna’s sinuous back arched like a jungle cat as she succumbed to the powerful sensations of the man’s fluid movements. Squealing as she churned against his abdomen, her hips rolled and her backside wobbled as she met her lover’s vicious thrusts with equal vigor.


“That’s right. You better cum!”


Repeatedly replaying the scene, she never responded to me like that, William thought. Lovemaking with Anna had always been pleasurable; exciting and ecstatic, spellbindingly sensual. Loving the way she cried, “take me there,” when he explored each curve and crevice, every single pore of her copper skin, her orgasms always drenched our sheets.


Remembering how he religiously brought her to nirvana, he enjoyed investigating her core with his mouth, face and nose. Licking her labia like a starved cat, then tickling her triangle the way Ray Charles tuned the ivory, his singular purpose after midnight was to make her chest hurt from the ragged breaths of a climax. Then, as she recovered from his oral performance, he pleased her with the tempered thrusts and seductive stirring of his rigid tool. Taking delight in the fact that she’d purse her lips or clench her teeth in response to his meticulous care, living for the sigh of contentment that came from her sexual surrender, there was no equal to the loving I gave her, he believed.


Assumptions can be a motherfucker, he now realized. His performance paled in comparison to those five minutes of unscheduled voyeurism.


“Baby, let me suck you. I wanna taste you.”


“Damn, girl, you’re out of control,” the baritone announced as Anna swept her tongue along his erection. Pumping her head like a piston, up, down, and all around on his oiled steel, she proceeded to seal her lips around the meaty spot where shaft meets head, and sucked relentlessly. Connecting with the male version of the G-spot, her lover’s knees sagged ever so slightly.


“Damn, Baby, you got skills!”


Peering upward from his groin, Anna’s expression was of a famished woman willing to do anything to please.


“You like that? Do you like the way I suck your dick, Baby?”


“Oh, hell yeah!”


The memory of her begging to fellate him would never leave him, nor would the grunts, growls and groans of the shared lasciviousness.


Witnessing the woman you love stick her tongue out to capture another man’s release in her mouth can devastate a man; especially when watching the events with an engagement ring in hand. The simultaneous loss of your love and your livelihood, and the recollection of such however, can rob him of his sanity.


[image: images]


The approach of midlife had matured William. A couple of years before his world collapsed, his responsibilities as a Managing Clerk at Goetz, Gallagher and Green quintupled when the New York-based law firm merged with smaller ones in Seattle, Philadelphia, Chicago, Dallas and Los Angeles. Having complete confidence in his abilities, Mr. Gallagher, the senior principal of the country’s third-largest law firm, met with William and other partners from the additional cities and recommended he oversee the implementation and progress of various computer databases in the newer venues.


The promotion was not without resistance from an elderly, seventy-something Dallas partner.


“Are you sure he’s the best man for the job?”


Although singed by the heat of corporate racism, William stared indifferently into the pupils that tried to bore a hole of intimidation through his chocolate countenance.


Surprisingly, Gallagher’s response was immediate.


“I wouldn’t be too concerned,” he announced. “I can assure you that Mr. McCall is the best man for the job.”


“I must say, his credentials stand out,” the Seattle partner added.


“But he doesn’t have a bachelor’s degree,” the Dallas attorney countered.


William thought of Vivien Thomas, the brilliant surgical technician who, despite pioneering the treatment and cure of “Blue Baby Syndrome” was not properly acknowledged for his natural abilities and experience because he lacked a college education.


“At this point, I don’t think that has any relevance,” stated a Chicago partner. Fifty something, he was the only other black face in the meeting. “I mean, his track record in the New York office speaks for itself.”


Philadelphia agreed.


“I think he’s the right man for the job,” the partner boomed.


“He’ll need an assistant to supervise the New York office in his absence,” Gallagher added.


“I’m sure I’ll find someone,” William uttered.


“Okay, then it’s settled. Congratulations, William,” Gallagher said. He was promoted to managing supervisor on the job, a position that would utilize his expertise on the numerous court and legal database systems prominent to efficient filing and monitoring court cases. The opportunity to travel as he spearheaded the training of subordinates in the various offices was one he embraced, and the significant raise in pay was appreciated.


Seventy grand a year. William beamed. That’s a long way from the twelve grand a year I made doing messenger work back in the eighties.


“Gentleman, I assure you that you’ve selected the right man for the position,” he boasted.


Now it was up to him to find a suitable assistant.


He thought he’d secured such in Markham Chandler. Well-dressed, articulate, ambitious and athletically built, the chestnut-complexioned man the Robert Monroe Agency sent reminded William of himself at thirty.


The interview was conducted over a steak dinner at Houston’s, a swank midtown restaurant located in the Citicorp building. Noticing and admiring his confidence from their initial handshake, both had been born in Brooklyn’s King’s County Hospital, had come from large families and attended college at NYU, without graduating. Additionally, Mark, as he preferred to be called, had his rough dues in his occupational field, a point William noted while surveying his resume.


“So, I see you’re presently working for Reliable Clerical Services, Mark,” he observed.


Mark nodded. “I enjoy working with...”


“Juan Roldan?”


“Do you know him?”


“Very well. He’s like a brother to me and I try to support his endeavors by sending him my legal business for the other offices. You know, like out-of-state document retrieval, filings, and service of process. I’m very proud of him. He’s come a long way.” William paused. “Since I know everyone who’s employed by him, I find it rather odd that he never mentioned you.”


For the first time, he saw a tiny crack in the veneer of Mark’s self-assurance.


“Mr. McCall, I’m always busy, handling his court work in Westchester, Suffolk and Orange counties.”


An awkward moment ensued, during which William fought confusion. A novice at conducting interviews, he wanted to construct a link of completeness; to be professional, yet easy-going and approachable. Unlike his interactions with superiors who fancied their reputations as taskmasters, his fancies were to be a cool boss, one that can chill after hours with his employees, yet be able to maintain the bridge that separates managers from subordinates.


The process would start with a simple request.


“Mark, please call me William. Whenever I hear Mr. McCall, I look over my shoulder for my father.”


Seeing the relieved smile from across the table, he eased the pressure that came with the attempt of leaving an impression.


“Are you familiar with the local and federal rules?”


“I sure am.”


“Can I give you an exam?”


“I’m ready whenever you are.”


“Okay then. Let’s count the days on state court pleadings. Can you do that for me, Mark?”


“Sure. On a summons with notice, its twenty days from the date of personal service that a defendant must serve a notice of appearance and demand for complaint. A summons with the complaint, if personally served, a defendant has twenty days to answer. Am I correct?”


Smiling, William remained silent.


“I guess you want more, huh?”


“Yup.”


“If served in any fashion other than personal, then the defendant has forty days from the completion of service to answer or file a motion.”


“What constitutes a completion of service?”


“Service is perfected when the proof of service has been filed with the court.”


“That’s correct, Mark. Now, what are the state rules with regards to counterclaims?”


“You reply to counterclaims that are made in a defendant’s answers, and you have twenty days to reply, twenty-five if the answer was served by mail.”


“The state rules for discovery in New Jersey?”


“Superior court?”


William nodded.


“Thirty-five days for production of documents, sixty days to respond to interrogatories.”


He’s an excellent candidate, William thought as he nodded approvingly. Spending the next half-hour quizzing him further on the rules and regulations, Mark never faltered as his answers continued to be immediate and accurate. Dazzled by his prospective employee’s zeal, William remained reticent with his findings. After discussing the firm’s benefit package and incentives, he shifted to a lighter dialogue.


“Come to think of it, Mark, you do look familiar.”


“I’ve seen you play basketball,” Mark noted as he sipped from a cola.


Nothing like talking sports to raise an eyebrow.


“So you ball, huh?”


“Very well,” he responded.


“Our firm’s team could use help at shooting guard.”


“I play the point, William. I love comin’ down, shakin’ the crap out of a dude with a killer crossover, and laughing at him as I score.”


“But will your team win? All that matters to me is the W at the end of the day. And that comes from making your teammates better.”


“I make my team better by scorin’ buckets.”


Smiling, William couldn’t help but notice his arrogance, not to mention his eloquent speech slipping into street vernacular.


He’ll learn a lot from me if he can suppress the cockiness.


“See, now with that attitude, you couldn’t play the point here.” William laughed. “You get everyone else involved first. Only when necessary do you take over games.”


Smirking, the competitor in Mark surfaced, albeit slightly. “I take it you’re the point.”


“Yes. I’ve been the lead guard for years now.”


“I remember you torching some teams in the corporate league games. You also played for Team Dynasty in the Dyckman league on 204th and Nagle, right?”


“That was many years ago. I’m kind of old now.”


“But you still have a great first step. That championship game at Baruch College, in the Lawyers’ League last year, you hit about thirty, right?”


Smiling, William nodded. “I hit a lot of jumpers that night. You know, the ‘chip’ will be in the Garden from now on.”


“I heard. So I guess the new point guard will take the firm there,” Mark announced.


Shooting him an oh really look only hardened competitors recognize, William yearned for the steamy asphalt of a summer blacktop beneath him, as the spirit of a gym battle surged into his bloodstream. In his youth, the pill would’ve already been at the table, and just a whiff of conceit from an opponent would be sufficient fuel to still the tongue of any trash-talker.


But he was older now.


“I guess so,” he sighed, making a concession to Father Time.


“C’mon, you mean to tell me you don’t keep track of your points?”


“That’s for young guys. When you near forty, all the individual stuff becomes irrelevant.”


They argued the point for the next five minutes: Mark, from his And-1 mix-tape point of view and his prospective employer, from the “been there, done that” perspective. During the banter and the ensuing back-to-business conversation, William smiled. Reminding him of an impetuous little brother, he relished the opportunity of being a mentor, as a previous authority, Michael Garvey, had done the same for him.


That his skin was bronze and his origins were of the same impoverished roots he’d risen from only strengthened the bond. In loving his fellow black man, he made a pact with his Maker that whenever the opportunity presented itself to be his brother’s keeper, his actions would be swift.


No further candidates would be interviewed, no background or reference checks, for he trusted his brother. The next day, the office manager made Mark an offer of forty-three grand a year—more than I ever made as an assistant—and he had his running mate, both professionally and socially.


Having a pupil, he recalled, meant letting him know he was appreciated.


Acting on those thoughts, he always sprung for dinner during the after-hour training sessions, as well as drinks whenever they ventured to The Den, an always crowded Harlem nightspot that satisfied all sweet tooth cravings with its assortment of chocolate and eye candy.


“What about Perk’s or the Lenox Lounge?” William contended, referring to historical Harlem watering holes.


Markham smirked. “Man, those spots are A.P.O.”


“A.P.O.?”


“Yeah, man. A.P.O. All played out.”


“Oh, I knew that.”


“Yeah, right.”


Together, they chuckled.


They would find that same chemistry in the Lawyer’s League skirmishes. William found his desire for basketball rekindled by his younger, more gifted backcourt mate, and together they led their firm to consecutive seasonal championships. Acknowledging the skills of his colt-like partner, he relinquished the point guard position and flourished in a lesser, complementary role.


A year later, he was still rewarding his pupil; they watched Yankee games from first base box seats and endured what are they doing here stares directed at token minorities seated close to the historic playing field. One particular evening, the fabled Pinstripes had opened up a 12 to 2 can of whoop-ass on the hated Red Sox.


“Yo, this game sucks,” Mark announced as A-Rod launched another lame fastball from Curt Schilling toward the right-field bleacher bums. “The Yankees are puttin’ that head out.”


“Tell me about it,” William responded, scanning the historic landmark. Hundreds of fans headed toward the exits as they too cared not to stay for Frank Sinatra’s “New York, New York” victory serenade. “We’re outta here.”


Leaving the house that Ruth built, he dialed his cell.


“Hey, Baby. I know it’s late, but do you want me to come out? Cool. I’ll see you later.”


Mark sighed. “Are you still dealin’ with that crazy chick? I keep telling you to leave her alone.”


“Man, what do you know about women?”


“Man, I have a K.I.S.S. philosophy.”


“K.I.S.S.?”


Mark nodded. “The ‘keep it simple stupid’ philosophy. No woman’s pussy is worth more than my dick, William.”


Sliding his Metrocard through the train turnstile at 161st Street, William understood Mark’s resentment. Five years earlier, Mark was engaged to his high school sweetheart, Clarissa Stevens, and found out that Douglas, the three-year-old boy he thought he fathered, was the child of Stan, an older brother.


Distraught over the revelation, he almost landed in jail because he pummeled his sibling so bad. Clarissa was left to fend for herself from that point forward. Even attempting to recoup the monetary support given from his heart in judicial proceedings, Mark’s efforts were futile when the judge dismissed the case.


He might have fared better had he not beaten up his brother, William thought. Seeing a remorseless stare in his eyes every time his assistant recounted the events that damaged his heart, he removed the employer hat.


“Sometimes, they’re too young to appreciate a man with good qualities,” he argued. “Most women in their twenties are still finding themselves. Having not yet experienced life, a lot of their actions are selfish and self-centered, for they’re self-absorbed. It’s an ‘all about me’ stage they grow out of with maturity.” Hearing his own tone reminded him of the many times Steve Randall, his old Delaware buddy, had tried to fill his head with similar logic when it came to his dating beliefs. “Have you healed completely?”


“Yeah, man. Fuck these bitches.”


“They’re not bitches, Mark.”
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