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When anxiety was great within me,
your consolation brought joy to my soul.

—Psalm 94:19
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Heartache and disappointment were his constant companions. Once the recommendation was handed down from his so-called father, the almighty Dave Mitchell, his baby brother, Joel, was running the company. Twenty-three years old and barely out of diapers and teething rings. Don sat quietly with no retort, unlike his mother, Madeline. He slowly packed his belongings, avoiding eye contact with the board members as they scattered from the room with his mother nipping at their heels.

The decision was one of many rips in the veil of affection he’d worked so hard to mend. This time he wasn’t four years old, crying himself to sleep for a father who now had a different home. He was a thirty-one-year-old man seeking only respect, since his father’s love continued to elude him.

His mother came back into the room after chasing everyone else away. “Mother, it’s done,” he said while fumbling with the stack of papers in his portfolio. “Dave Mitchell made his choice and it wasn’t me.” He braced both hands against the mahogany table and let his head bow with eyes closed. “What did I expect?”

“Don’t you worry,” she consoled. “I’m not going to stand for this. You are the rightful heir to your father’s ministry. Now that DMI is worth more than a billion dollars, your father’s little conniving, gold-digging wife wants it, too. I don’t know what your father was thinking, but when I’m through, you’ll be in charge. That’s a promise, if it’s the last thing I do. I will not lose to her, not again, not without a fight. I mean a real war this time.” Her voice faded for a second but Don knew she was putting on a brave face, guarded by a tough disposition. Others saw his mother as a shrewd businesswoman, but his image of her was padded by the countless childhood memories he had of her crying when she thought no one was looking. Loss after loss spread over two decades was bound to wear her down.

“Don, don’t you worry. I’ll take care of this. Your father has to answer to me,” she said, pausing for a moment, regaining strength in her voice. “He has to do right by at least one of my children. There’s no way I’m going to stand by and let that woman and your father destroy you. It won’t happen.”

Steering clear of the conversation surrounding his siblings was the best approach to take with his mother, given the fresh layer of defeat she was experiencing yet again at the hands of Dave and Sherry Mitchell. “Mother, don’t bother.” Every time there was peace and a chance for his mother to consider releasing the anger she harbored about the divorce, something new came up to nurse her bitterness—years of fresh cuts on an old scab.

Don’s heart sank deeper, which he didn’t think possible. Madeline was a committed and nurturing mother. He wanted her, at sixty-two, to begin living her life outside the clutches of bitterness, but he didn’t know how to help her make the transition when he couldn’t help himself.

She squeezed his shoulder tight and pushed her cheek next to his.

Don blew out a deep breath as he watched his mother leave the boardroom. He wanted someone to do something, but in the end he knew no one could. No sense fretting any longer. Don packed up and left the room, semidazed. He clashed into Joel upon entering the hallway.

“Good, you’re still here.” Joel extended his hand to Don. “I know this is awkward but I look forward to us working together and maybe getting to know each other better,” he said. “I can learn a lot from you,” he said jovially.

Don didn’t extend his hand. There wasn’t much to say.

The enthusiasm in Joel’s eyes fizzled. Maybe he was shocked and remorseful or maybe he really was that selfish, spoiled-rotten kid who was good at pretending to be sincere when it benefited him. Either way, Don would maintain a semblance of dignity. He planted his feet solidly, pleading with his soul not to let an inkling of his disappointment be exposed, not running the risk of giving Joel extra gratification.

“I had nothing to do with this decision. This came from our father,” Joel said with his back stiffening. “For whatever reason, he feels that this is the way to go. Apparently he’s prayed about it and feels like this is what God wants him to do. I didn’t ask for the role. As a matter of fact, I asked Dad to reconsider and let you take the lead.”

“Why would he do that? You’re the new man in charge,” Don said, and let the realization sink in. “Although I’m the oldest and the most legitimate.”

Joel took a step back.

Don felt good letting the wind out of the chosen one’s sails. The controversy surrounding their father leaving his wife to marry the much younger secretary wasn’t easily forgotten. Twenty-five years had passed and the fallout remained raw. The innuendos about Joel’s legitimacy must have stirred a hornet’s nest, judging by the cutting look he was giving Don. It seemed best to calm the brooding waters before the awkward conversation got out of hand.

Conscious of escalating the tension, Don quickly acted to diffuse it. “If our father and Sherry deem you the most suited to run DMI, then that’s the way it is.”

“Leave my mother out of this.”

“How can I?” Her reign as the other Mrs. Dave Mitchell had led to the perpetual and merciless annihilation of Don’s family. Rehashing the past with his father’s other son was a waste of time. Before Joel became too defensive, Don shifted the focus back to the business. “Regardless, I’m willing to be a team player.” He heard the words squeak through his teeth and wondered from where they’d come. If only they were true. Don was a half-smashed bug under Joel’s feet, hoping the crushing weight would leave enough ego intact for him to crawl away, balancing a load of dejection on his back. This wasn’t his brother. Joel was no more than an unwanted relative wedged into his world. Don conjured up as much gratitude as his pride would allow and slung it at his father’s son.

“Don,” Joel raised his voice and spewed, “I came to you with open arms and this is what I get from you?” He scowled. “You were welcome to stay, so long as you left my mother out of this, but that doesn’t seem to be the case.”

“What do you mean?” Don said, taking a step back this time. His father and Abigail, the consummate and faithful assistant, were gingerly moving toward them.

“I don’t think you need to be around here.”

“What?” He chuckled. “You have to be joking.”

“I’m not,” Joel said, staring into Don’s eyes.

“Who do you think you are? My mother built this ministry. Your mother just stepped in.” Abigail and Dad were coming close.

“Come on, is that the best you can do?” Joel said.

The passive approach wasn’t working. Don had to demand that his disapproval remain harnessed. His glaring eyes clashed with Joel’s in the center of the hallway before he began walking away, praying every step of the way that his burning distress would never graze the surface. What was the point? Hating his half brother for always getting the best couldn’t come close to alleviating his rage.

He burst down the hallway seeking an exit, without speaking a single word to his father. Everything had been said.

Dad called out for Don, as he stood on his cane, letting his gaze limp around the room. Abigail went after Don. Joel didn’t budge.

“What happened?” Dad asked, clearly shaken by the outrage of his sons.

“I had to fire him. I didn’t want to, but what could I do?”

“He’s your brother,” Dad said, barely audible, as Don hustled down the corridor.

“And Sherry is my mother. I have to protect her. Let’s face it, Don hates me and Mom. Dad, I know this isn’t what you wanted to happen, but he had to go. If this company is going to succeed under my leadership, I have to cut out anything and anyone who wants to undermine me and your vision,” he said, hesitating. “That includes family.”

“Son, my heart is heavy. Don’t give the enemy an opportunity to destroy our family or the ministry any further.”

Don stood outside, looking but not seeing beyond his dilemma. He peered into the early evening autumn sky, watching the sun dip behind the tiny clouds, appearing unable to maintain its rightful position in the forefront. Abigail was gone. She’d followed him in a gracious attempt to comfort him. Generally her presence was sufficient to turn his cloudy days into sunny ones. The blow he’d sustained from his father and Joel were too powerful even for Abigail’s healing touch. The sun’s rays finally succumbed to the resistance and faded behind the baby clouds, offering no warmth for his chilled heart. The reality of his darkness set in. He dashed to his car determined to get away, as far away as possible.
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We don’t have anyone else to turn to,” Abigail said. “I shouldn’t ask, but I truly need you to come home.”

Her plea sailed across the miles, resonating with him. Don fed on the tranquil ambiance of Cape Town, peering from his office window into the majestic rich blue sky carpeted by the bay, which was generally still warm this early into the year. Solitude had suited him well. His small leadership training company was thriving. After fleeing from Detroit, Don poured his energy and wit into LTI, determined to make it a success without David Mitchell or DMI influence. His company didn’t offer extravagant accommodations, but the breathtaking view of Table Mountain from any window seemed to keep morale soaring.

Two years and eleven months since he’d set foot in South Africa, and not a day wasted. Sanity was slow coming and forgiveness even slower, but he’d managed somehow to reach this place of peace, a place that seemed unattainable at the onset of his escape from Detroit, from the pit of his hell, the place he used to call home. Keeping a safe distance from the Mitchell drama was wise, but Abigail’s plea was difficult to discount. Don recalled telling her that no matter where he was in the world, they would only be a phone call apart. He intended to honor his promise, especially since she hadn’t asked him for anything before now. He wanted to say yes without hesitation, but the power of tranquility wouldn’t let him hastily commit. “Why do I need to come back to Detroit? Can I help you from here?”

Abigail paused and he could sense the distress in her words. “I don’t think so. We need you here, me and your mother. We’re in big trouble with the company. I really believe Joel has gone too far with this merger and has driven DMI into serious financial instability.”

“Is it that bad?”

“Worse. I’m not even doing it justice. We’re in serious trouble and you’re the only one who can help. You have to take over the CEO position, that’s the only way we will have a shot at salvaging DMI.” There was a time when no challenge, number of miles, or situation was large enough to keep him from getting to Abigail. But the time was a while ago. Life, Joel, and circumstances had eroded the pull but hadn’t completely dissolved his affection for her.

“Your mother is calling an emergency board meeting in two days. I’m counting on a miracle. If you can get your sister’s stock shares, your mother and I will give you ours. Combined, you’ll have the majority.”

“An easy ride into the CEO position?” A role he once earnestly sought, a dream that had been stomped out. The automatic elation wasn’t there. He was smart enough not to get lured into the CEO illusion.

“You got it. Are you up for the challenge? Can we count on you to help us?”

“It’s a huge request.”

“But you’re the only one that I can ask for help.”

He wanted to say no flat out, but he couldn’t do that to Abigail, not easily. “I don’t know. I’ll have to seriously think about it.”

“Don’t take too long. You’ll need to leave soon if you plan to be here in time. I’m praying that you say yes.”

“We’ll see. I’ll think about it and give you a call back later today,” he said, closing out the conversation and clicking off the speakerphone button. He let his jumbled thoughts wander. The excruciating ache deep in his heart had subsided to a dull manageable pain. There wasn’t an urgency to dig into the closed wound by hopping a plane to Detroit without absolute certainty that there was no other way to help.

The melodious voice interrupted him, breaking his gaze across the ocean. Naledi graced the room with the blended hue of her skin capturing the essence of Africa, India, and Europe. Even her accent was perfectly blended with a heavy dose of the local dialect and a distinctive sprinkling of French. After twenty-three months together, he was as equally mesmerized by her today as he was when they’d met. He looked up to catch a quick glimpse of her standing at his office door and was comforted. She renewed his faith in the possibility of long-lasting commitment. Disappointment and heartache would no longer hold him captive. Don beckoned for her to come in.

“We must make a visit to Unilever in their Paris office. Have a look at your diary and let me know what dates are good.” Naledi said.

Images of Detroit and his deceased father’s struggling ministry, DMI, whisked in like a tsunami, hindering his ability to concentrate on what Naledi was saying. He beckoned for her to take a seat. “You might have to take the trip to Paris for me.” That part was easy, asking her to fill in for him. He’d grown to rely heavily on her loyalty and aptitude, a certainty that had long passed from his old friend in Detroit. Abigail belonged to DMI and to his brother, the core of his ache. Shake it off, he thought. Naledi looked puzzled. “I might have to go home,” he told her.

“I see; it has been a time since your last visit. Will you be there one week?”

“I’m not sure, maybe a day, maybe a week, maybe a month,” he said, rearing back in the chair, tapping his fingers together. “If I go, and that’s a big if, I’ll be there as long as it takes, I guess,” he said, not interested in conveying false confidence. He felt compelled but not fully devoted to saving his father’s company from the peril his brother had created. The peace he languished so freely was a direct result of cutting the ties with Detroit and building his own world. Jumping back into the fray wasn’t generating a warm sensation. Yet, the only two people he cared about in Detroit were seeking his help. His head, which was responsible for rational thinking, wasn’t aligned with his heart, which was pushing him toward shark-infested waters to save a drowning company.

“I do hope that all is well with your family.”

Don chuckled. “My family is never completely well. There’s always something wrong with somebody.” He chuckled more. “It’s the Mitchell way.” The translation into terms Naledi could understand would be too much, so he didn’t bother. Not because she was South African, more so because she was from a close family and couldn’t possibly understand his.

“My friend Abigail pleaded with me to return to the States to fix a problem with DMI. Against my better judgment, I might have to go.”

“If you’re not comfortable going, why should you go?”

“I’ve asked myself the same question a thousand times and keep getting the same answer—maybe. Abigail wouldn’t ask unless it was critical. I can’t tell her no. On the other hand, I can’t say yes,” he said clasping his hands behind his neck and rearing back in the chair, then realizing no position would minimize his discomfort. “I’m not sure what I have to do there or how long it will take but I have to make a decision. I’d have to leave tonight or early tomorrow morning.” If he waited a single day, he’d probably not get involved at all.

Naledi kept silent initially, then said, “Go for as long as you must. I will take care of matters here. Don’t worry; you can rely on me.”

He already knew that. Don stood to give her a hug. At least in one corner of the world, life was stable for him, finally.

Naledi left and Don reclaimed the seat at his desk. No sense putting off the inevitable. The bridge to Michigan had to be mended if there was to be any chance at success. Abigail was hoping for a miracle. Maybe he could pull one off without having to board a plane. He flipped through his phone directory, reaching the letter M. It had been so long since he and Joel had spoken that the number had long left his memory. In thinking about it, the number may not have ever been in his long-term mental database. Joel was his brother by blood, at least the Mitchell portion, and that was the extent of the connection. Neither had tried to make the forced fit more than it was. But today he dialed the phone, recognizing that working together was the most ideal path to saving a company that Joel had driven to the brink of bankruptcy, according to Abigail.

Several rings and Joel was on the line. Words didn’t immediately spring forward. Finally Don was able to string a thought together, void of substantial resentment. “This is Don.” Silence hovered, neither taking the next step until Don reflected on his mission. If he could get Joel to accept outside help with managing the company, Don could be spared the dilemma of going to Detroit. “It’s been a long time, little brother.”

“It has been,” Joel said, offering no more.

“Look, I’m not calling to make small talk. Let me get right to business. I understand that DMI is going through a financial crisis with your merger and there might be a way for me to help.”

“DMI is fine and has been since I’ve been CEO. I don’t know what your mother has told you,” Joel said, letting the words roll off with a sharp bite, “but this company has done better under my leadership than it ever did with my father.”

“Our father,” Don interjected.

“Wow, that’s interesting coming from you, someone who wanted nothing to do with our father or our company when you left. I’m curious as to why it is that all of a sudden you care one iota about DMI. We’re doing fine.”

Don refused to feed into the negativity. He’d lived that existence for a long time and was free. He wasn’t going back to the constant bickering, but Abigail’s plea wouldn’t be silenced. If she said DMI was in trouble, it was in trouble. “I’m not trying to resurrect our differences. This isn’t about you or me. This is about retaining the company that our father started. I was asked to help, and I’m offering my support.”

“Who asked you?” Joel said, surprisingly calm. “Your mother?”

“Actually, it was Abigail.” A name Don was certain Joel didn’t expect to hear. Her level of unwavering devotion to Joel had been difficult for Don, but time had created a scar of acceptance. Joel said nothing. “She believes I can help. So, here I am.”

“Thanks for the offer, but I have DMI under control. You can keep all your focus on handling your business in South Africa and I’ll take care of the U.S.”

“Are you sure?” Don asked, refusing to give up so easily.

“One hundred percent.”

“Then I guess that’s that.”

“I guess it is,” Joel said, maintaining the same edge in his tone.

The good-bye was abrupt. Don held the receiver, not knowing what he’d expected to happen with the call. Of course Joel wasn’t going to hand over the reins of DMI to someone who would come in and tell him what to do. No CEO would. Don got that. His involvement would face opposition. Joel had won the last round decisively. Don grappled with the request that had come from a woman who could have been his wife had Joel not stolen her affection and discarded it along his path of recklessness. Joel’s pattern was consistent with women and with DMI, a company their father didn’t deem Don worthy of inheriting although he was the oldest. He held a master’s degree in business, and possessed ten years of experience at the time the decision was made. While Joel had barely completed college and had one or two fragmented years of experience.

Maybe the day had come for Don to face his demons and return to Detroit, to grapple with DMI, to face his brother, to take a stand in the place where he was being drawn by his bond with Abigail, to deal with the suppressed guilt about his mother’s predicament, or his passive frustration with God. He wasn’t certain what the most compelling factor was in this instance. Don returned the phone receiver to its base long enough to get his sister’s number. Hopefully Abigail’s miracle was on the other end of the call. Nothing less could move his sister, Tamara, to action. Getting her to agree to do the unthinkable and sign her stock ownership over to Don was impossible. If by some miracle she was on board, he could take control of the company and be empowered to get DMI back on track quickly so that he could regain his solitude. Attempting to work with Joel had failed. Going in by force united with Tamara and Mother was the next option but not his preference. Truth was, he wasn’t up for an all-out battle. The notion trampled around in his thoughts, sparking an undesirable feeling. The voice that was directing him along this path better belong to God, otherwise Don might as well jab the dagger into his own gut and accelerate his demise.
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Joel stood in his office, peering out the window. The conversation with Don two days ago wouldn’t vanish. There was a time when getting a call from his big brother would have been a joy. So much animosity, too much time and rejection had mounted. Who did Don think he was calling to help fix DMI? It wasn’t broken. Nobody had given Joel a fighting chance when he was named CEO. He hadn’t robbed Don of the job. That was purely their father’s choice. Once the decision was made, Joel dedicated his life to learning the business, obtaining wisdom, and mastering the CEO role. Realizing that his bachelor’s degree in economics was insufficient, he aggressively pursued an array of executive management programs weekend after weekend, packing in the knowledge. People saw him as someone gaining wisdom overnight, unaware of how hard he worked to obtain it. He moved to the desk and pounded his knuckles lightly.

No one could deny that DMI had tripled in sales under his watch. It was him, not his father, who was finally taking the company international with the pending merger. Still, it wasn’t sufficient to please the naysayers. He was the unrecognized child of Dave Mitchell, questioned from birth, and nothing he’d ever do could overshadow the stigma. Don’s word left no lingering sting. Joel had perfected that technique from his childhood. His training came from growing up as the only child with half brothers and sisters who didn’t acknowledge him. He’d spent his whole life living in the shadows of his father’s other children, the ones deemed legitimate. He had value and he refused to let anything stop him from proving it. After he achieved his goal, there would be no one on earth who could deny his worth as a bona fide Mitchell, the deserving keeper of his father’s legacy. Don was not an issue, but having Abigail speak ill of him stung. Making DMI a success was his main priority, and he needed her more now than ever. He went to her office determined to regain her trust.

Joel stood in Abigail’s office, close enough for her to be sucked in by the scent of his distinctly bold cologne and the allure of his hypnotic words. “I got a call from Don.”

“Really,” she said, not sure how much he knew of her call to Don.

“I have to admit, I was quite surprised,” he said placing his foot on the corner of her couch and resting his hand on his thigh. “He seems to think that you want his help in rescuing DMI from the merger and from me, too, I guess.”

The road with Joel was rocky, but she didn’t want to stir ill will with him. She chose her words carefully, separating emotion from business. “It’s no secret where I stand.”

“As the leader in this ministry, my first allegiance is to keeping the doors open for business and maintaining a vision,” he said.

“You can’t consider this a ministry anymore. The purpose of a ministry is to help others. The only person you seem to be helping is you. Where’s your allegiance to the rest of us?”

“Where’s your allegiance to me?” he pushed back.

She shot a piercing gaze at him that was sure to burn a hole in his retina if maintained too long. Commitment wasn’t a subject she cared to address with him. There wasn’t ample time in the year.

“What will it take for you to change your mind?” he asked. Like being in a trance, she had to shake free and keep focused. She realized it was a nearly impossible task as he continued. “I need you, Abigail, like I’ve never needed you before. I don’t care what the rest of the executive team does, but you matter to me. I can’t pull this merger off without your support.” He took her hand. “We’re a team, a good team, and you know it. Nothing or nobody can stop the two of us when we’re united.”

She snatched her hand back, refusing to be sucked in again as she’d so easily been throughout most of their partnership, relationship, or whatever the right term was for what they used to be. Maybe one day she’d be able to figure it out, sometime later, after it didn’t hurt as much. “Let’s be honest, you don’t need me. Aren’t you planning to get married?” He didn’t respond. “Like I said, you don’t need me.” He’d betrayed her, but the four-letter word “hate” would never enter her heart when it came to Joel. With her reaching out for Don’s help, Joel would probably chalk up her decision to join the opposing management team as betrayal or revenge, but she knew better. As the executive senior vice president, she had an obligation to protect the integrity of DMI. She’d been in denial too long. The company was headed in the wrong direction with Joel at the helm. It was time for action. Her mind spoke as her passion remained silent. “Your father founded DMI on religious principles. Those principles have always been our foundation. I can’t support your decision to merge with a company that has different principles than ours.”

“What’s the big deal?” he said, leaping to his feet and pacing the room with his hands brushing across his head. Abigail noticed an elevation in his voice that she didn’t typically hear from Joel. He was always calm and controlled. “Who cares what religion they practice? Our focus is on buying a stable company that happens to have an extensive base of international customers. We have to concentrate on the business, not some holy-rolly diversion.”

She could see that the man standing in her office was Joel. The voice was recognizable, but that was the only familiar characteristic. His agitated tone and lackadaisical view about religion rendered him a stranger, making her argument easier to defend. “You’re right, this isn’t about religion. This is about maintaining a Godly foundation in this ministry, one that your father built,” she said, feeling a tinge of frustration. “He sought God for direction and ran DMI accordingly. You did, too, at first. I don’t know what’s happened to you, Joel. You’re scaring me.”

“Why, because I’m willing to step out of the shadows of my father and run this company with leadership and my own vision? My father did okay, but you know DMI has never been as profitable and worth nearly as much until I took over. You have to give me that.”

“Okay, fine. I agree with you. Your statement was true up until six months ago, but not now. We’re losing customers.” What Joel was losing was far worse and more important to her—his perspective.

“So what? We have so many customers that losing a few won’t matter. Besides, once we merge with Harmonious Energy, we’ll quadruple the few shortsighted customers that have left. If they don’t want to be a part of an award-winning international team, so be it,” he said, flailing his hand haphazardly into the air.

When Joel was first chosen to be CEO, he had had an unquenchable thirst for wisdom. From that time on, he was unstoppable and undeniably brilliant in the boardroom, with his ideas, people skills, vision, and way of motivating the team. DMI days were amazing back when Joel was spiritually grounded. After Joel excluded God from his way of life, morale had spiraled downward in the office.

“Joel, it’s not too late to drop this merger. Tell Mr. Musar Bengali we’ve changed our minds. We can put this mistake behind us, rally together, and get this company back on track.” There was a time not so long ago when the strength and uniqueness of their bond would have been adequate to sway this decision. The man standing before her was not that man, the one whose soul used to dance with hers daily, tiptoed jointly around pitfalls, and leaped over obstacles together. This dance he had to do alone. She wouldn’t dishonor the memory of Dave Mitchell, her mentor and the closest image of a father she’d known, by collaborating with Joel on a doomed strategy. There wasn’t much hope of changing Joel’s mind since he was adamant about the deal, but she had to try one last time. “If you won’t reconsider for me, think about your father. He dedicated his life to building this ministry. He instructed us to keep our spiritual convictions in the forefront of this ministry and, most important, he told you never to sell off pieces. If you merge with Harmonious Energy, you’ll have to sell off the West Coast division, and you know your father would roll over in his grave.”

Without hesitation he said, “I’m in charge, not my father. Like you said, he’s in the grave. I’m the one running this place. I’m doing what’s best for DMI.”

“Same here. I’m going to do what’s best for DMI, and for me, too, for a change. How about that?”

“And what does that mean? Is there something you’re trying to tell me? Normally I wouldn’t have to ask, but you and everybody else are acting weird lately,” he said, stroking his chin a couple of times and staring past her. “I don’t know who to trust around here. What’s this emergency board meeting about anyway? Do you know?”

She shrugged her shoulders. “I’m as curious as you are.” She couldn’t tell him about the plan to vote him out and put Don in charge. It had to be a total surprise if the management team had any chance of being successful. Joel was smart and not easily defeated. Awkward as she felt, Abigail was resolute in supporting the coup against Joel and salvaging Dave Mitchell International, otherwise DMI didn’t have a chance.

“Something is up. I’m sure of it. Madeline must have something up her sleeve. My dear old stepmother refuses to give up.” Joel waved off the notion of her pulling off a strike against him. “She’s the least of my problems, not a threat. Although I’m sure it will be entertaining, whatever it is she has planned.”

His disposition lightened as he spoke of Madeline, clearly not concerned about an attack from her. Abigail wasn’t sure his cavalier attitude was justified. Madeline was not one to be taken lightly. She hadn’t gotten over the chain of events, and felt that her children had been slighted again with favoritism going to Dave’s second wife, Sherry, and her only child. Madeline was determined to correct what she perceived to be a lapse in Dave’s judgment. For Joel to discount her was a lapse in his.

“I have to run over to the library before the board meeting.” He took the phone out of his suit coat pocket and waved it in the air. “Call me when you change your mind about the merger.”

She waved her phone in the air. “Call me when you change your mind about the marriage.”

He smirked as only Joel could do and waved the phone again. “I’ll see you at the meeting.”



chapter
3
 [image: Image] 

Adrenaline surged through his veins, threatening to explode. Don was woozy standing in the lobby. When he had landed in South Africa three years ago, he was determined never to set foot in DMI again, maybe Detroit, but definitely not in the doors of his father’s precious company. The twenty-two-hour flight to Detroit, with a brief stop in France, hadn’t settled his nerves. He was humbled, reflecting on the renewed faith God had given him. The compelling mix of purpose, forgiveness, and unconditional love brewed a powerful but delicate concoction. Against every fiber in his body, he was standing in the lobby. Any tension would threaten to knock the concoction out of balance and cause an eruption, driving him back to the sanctum of home, away from here.

“Are you sure you’re ready to do this?” he asked his sister.

“I’m not sure, but I’m willing to do this for you,” she said, “so long as I don’t have to see Mother. I’m definitely not ready for a family reunion.”

“She’d love to see you, Tamara, you understand that.”

“Maybe one day, but not today. If it’s okay with you, I’d like to sign my stock over to you and jump on the first flight back to Monte Carlo. I’d like to be home tomorrow morning.”

Don shook his head in affirmation but refused to accept a response of no. They embraced, regrouped, and approached the security desk. “Don Mitchell and Tamara Mitchell are here to see Attorney Ryan.”

“Of course, Mr. Mitchell, it’s good to see you,” the guard said. “You don’t have to sign in with us. Feel free to go right up.”

“I don’t want to go upstairs,” Tamara said, frantically waving her hands. “I don’t want to run into Mother. I can’t.” Don gently pulled her away from the desk and off to the side. “One look at me and she’ll feel guilty about my rape. She’ll want to yank me back to seventeen and relive those days to fix what’s unfixable.”

“You know Mother and how much she loves us. Sometimes she goes overboard, but she means well.”

“I don’t deny that, but I can’t take the smothering. Those four years after the rape were the worst years of my life. I couldn’t breathe with Mother hovering. If I’d stayed here, I would have died, too. That’s why I’m on one continent and she’s on another. That works best for my sanity,” she said in rapid fire.

“How much more time do you think you’ll need?”

“Don’t know. I’m taking it a minute at a time. That’s the most I can handle,” she said, appearing to get agitated again. “Believe it or not, I live a full life over there. I’m pursuing my writing, my art, and my music. I’m a totally different person there, alive. In Michigan, I’m a dead bird waiting for the shameful vultures of the past to pick my bones. No thank you. I’m staying there.”

Don appreciated her candor and resilience. She could have gotten lost in the darkness after being attacked in the safest place on earth, her home. He’d never forgotten waking up on Tamara’s twenty-first birthday with a panicked call from his mother telling him Tamara was gone. A note was the only link she’d left between them and her. She deserved time and distance to rebuild, but fourteen years was a long time. It had only taken Don three years to rebuild his life, but he certainly wasn’t going to stand in judgment because it was taking her much longer. Her reality wasn’t his. “Okay, okay, it’s all right,” he assured her. Don stepped back over to the guard desk. “Can you please call Attorney Ryan and ask him to meet us in the lobby?”

“I’ll let him know you’re here.”

“This is your last chance. You can take your stock and run back to Europe, and Mother won’t ever know you were here,” he told her, not really wanting her to take him up on the offer.

“I’m tempted, believe me, I’m very tempted, but, honestly, this isn’t quite as awful as I was expecting.” She initiated the hug this time, not as shaken as she was a minute ago.

“Excuse me, Mr. Mitchell, Attorney Ryan will be right down,” the guard told them.

Don spun around the lobby in slow motion.

“And to think, you will be the new CEO before the day is over,” Tamara said.

“Hopefully as soon as the board meeting is over, which is in about three hours,” Don said, peering at his watch. “But as crazy as this family is, I’m not counting my chickens before they’re hatched. This whole plan that Mother has concocted could fall apart at the last minute, like the countless other failed tactics she’s tried ever since Father made Joel CEO. She refuses to let Joel have the company. With the questionable business decisions he’s made recently, I guess she was right all along in questioning his ability to run the company.”

“Quite frankly, I couldn’t care less about DMI, or . . .” she said and stopped.

“Or the family, is what you were going to say.” She winced. “It’s okay,” he said, placing his arms around her shoulders. “Like I said, this family is crazy. Our father definitely has to be put in that category. Why would he require you to physically be in this building in order to sign over your stock? I don’t know what that’s about.” Don wouldn’t dare raise the topic, but he knew Tamara’s distance had been equally directed toward both parents. Mother seemed to get the brunt because she did more pushing. Dave Mitchell had an irritating way of accepting what he couldn’t change and shifting his focus to what he could. A noble gesture in theory wasn’t so great for those on the other end, which Don learned firsthand.

“Well, Dad may have gotten me here, but I’m not staying,” she said, peering out the plate-glass windows and honning in on the cab waiting out front.

Having his sister within arm’s reach was going to be short lived, but no less gratifying. “Mother is going to burst a blood vessel when she finds out you’re home.”

“I’m not home,” Tamara said, shaking her index finger at him. “Monaco is home.”

“Uh-huh, I said the exact same thing when I moved to South Africa and look where I am,” he said, stretching his arms wide. “I’m not sure where my heart is, but this is where I am for now.”

A couple of jovial people from the training team and one from the mailroom got off the elevator. Don immediately recognized them.

“We heard you were in the building. Welcome back, it’s good to see you,” they told Don, each offering their own greeting and vigorous handshake. Tamara had been gone so long that the employees didn’t recognize her as Dave Mitchell’s only daughter, but when the people swarmed, Don sensed her discomfort. In the midst of the well-wishes, Don heard his cell phone ring and extracted it from his pocket. “It’s Mother,” he told Tamara. A cloud of panic hovered over his sister, ready to erupt. He took her hand and answered the phone with the other.

“Where are you?” Mother asked. “I’ve been trying to get in touch with you for hours. You know the board meeting is in less than three hours? Please tell me that your plane has landed and that you’re in Detroit.”

As they talked, Attorney Ryan arrived in the lobby and extended greetings. “I have a room reserved upstairs. Please come with me.”

“No!” Tamara belted out. Her hands were moving faster than her words. “I’d like to sign the papers right here if it’s okay with you. I have a cab waiting and a plane to catch.”

“This is too open. There are too many employees around.”

Don juggled Madeline on the phone while staying engaged in the dialogue between Tamara and Attorney Ryan. 

“It’s right here or nowhere,” she demanded.

“No problem,” their father’s estate attorney said, and commandeered a coffee table and small sitting area with the documents. He used the folder to cover 85 percent of the legal-sized paper. Not much more than the signature line was exposed.

They were within minutes of completing what had seemed like two impossible feats a month ago, having Tamara in the U.S. and assuming the CEO role. Don was both overwhelmed and woozy again.

“Who is that in the background?”

“Attorney Ryan and Tamara are signing the papers.”

“Are you here in the building?” Madeline shouted with excitement impossible to contain.

“Yes, we are, Mother,” he said, keeping an eye on Tamara.

“I’m on my way. Are you in one of the guest offices on the third floor?”

“No, we’re in the lobby, but don’t come down here.”

“What do you mean don’t come down there? My children are in the building. I haven’t seen my daughter since she was twenty-one and you tell me not to come down there. Only death could keep me from lugging these bones down there, do you understand?”

Don knew any further discussion on the matter was a waste of time. Her mind was set, and deep down he understood but wasn’t sure Tamara would be as accommodating. She was fragile and couldn’t handle much more attention. He excused himself from the growing crowd of employees and found his way to Tamara. Maybe it was the look on his face or the lack of confidence that he expressed. Whatever the hint, Tamara figured out the gist of the conversation he’d had with Madeline.

“She’s on her way down, isn’t she?”

He wouldn’t lie to his sister. At his request, she’d made the sacrifice of leaving her sanctuary, far from the strife of DMI, to help him. He owed her honesty and that’s what she got. “Yes, she’s on her way to the lobby.”

Tamara’s gaze scoured the document and then the floor. In a split second she leaped to her feet and bolted toward the door. “I have to go.”

“Tamara, wait—I can stop Mother at the elevator.” This close to easily becoming CEO without having to wage a war, how could he let her walk right out the door with his mission trapped in her fingertips? Yet he’d clamored back to sanity, purging the anger and rejection heaped onto him by his father and God. He could appreciate her need to be away from this situation, from these people, from the agony until her healing was realized. Half of him wanted to plead with her to stay and the other half was willing to let her fly away like a wounded sparrow seeking refuge.
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Securing financing, a drop in sales, Abigail’s betrayal, and Madeline’s schemes. Joel was juggling a list of issues with no support, except from his mother. He left his car in the company’s circular entrance. Approaching the entryway, he fixed his eyes on a woman fleeing the building. A natural hairstyle framed her caramel-colored face. She blazed past him in a whirlwind, but not before his gaze zoomed in on her beauty during a fleeting glance. A sense of familiarity overcame him but Joel shook it off. Between DMI and the exhaustive media attention he’d claimed over the past three years, there was no telling where he’d met the woman. He was prepared to squeak out a hello but she didn’t allow a single second for socializing. In a swoop she was in the cab barreling away from the complex. Joel shrugged his shoulders, thankful for the brief distraction while equally intrigued about why she looked so familiar. Madeline came tearing out of the building and ran smack into Joel.

“Get out of my way,” she told him, practically plowing him down. “Where is she?” she belted.

“Where is who?”

“Never mind,” she said, appearing worked up, and went back inside.

Today wasn’t making much sense for Joel. He walked through the revolving door and stopped. The lobby was filled with employees, but his gaze was drawn to Abigail, Attorney Ryan, and Don. That’s when it clicked: the lady outside was Tamara, his half sister. His knees buckled, understanding the significance of her visit. She’d left Detroit when he was twelve. With the strain between his father’s two sets of children, he didn’t have much interaction with Madeline’s four children, and it wasn’t from lack of interest on his part. He remembered the fantasy of having a real relationship with his siblings. He recalled going so far as to create fictional events with them which never came true. Honestly, he didn’t really know the two older brothers, Sam and Andre. They died when he was a young child. He knew Don best, but Tamara was pretty much in name only, except for a few family photos his father kept. In all these years, she’d never returned to Detroit, not to his knowledge, not for their father’s funeral or for the reading of his will. Reflecting on the specific terms outlined by his father, there was only one reason for her to show up now, signing her stock ownership over to somebody. It didn’t really matter who, if it wasn’t him. Joel wanted to panic but beat down the notion. He needed answers. Business had to be handled first; he could deal with his fears in private later.

Don approached Joel and extended a hand. When he came for the reading of their father’s will, Joel reached out in an effort to make amends. Don was cordial but not receptive about fostering too much brotherly love. Their attitudes were reversed. Joel wasn’t in a friendly mood and didn’t accept Don’s handshake.

“What’s going on here?” he asked Don.

“We have a board meeting.”

“Come on, man, you can do better than that. I know we have a board meeting, but you haven’t shown up since I’ve been CEO for any other meeting and suddenly I’m supposed to believe that you and Tamara just happen to be here on the same day for an emergency board meeting.” Joel’s blood was pumping fast, racing through his veins. His thoughts wanted to get ahead of his words, overcome by the massive number of possibilities threatening his position in the company. They were out to get him, to undermine his ability to lead. He knew it. He had to think quickly. He couldn’t be discounted, otherwise they might get another chance to validate his illegitimacy. Who could he trust? The security guard was in on the sneak attack, he could tell. He panned the room, logging the face of each employee lining the lobby. They were to be watched, too. No one was going to blindly knock him out of the CEO position, not without a serious duel to the death. The job was his. He had been chosen for the role.

Joel pushed past Don and Madeline in search of Abigail. He found her and aggressively grabbed her arm. “What’s going on here?”

“Joel,” she cried out, startling him back into the moment. He let her arm go. For a bit, his thoughts had carried him far off into a state of confusion, a place he was frequenting more often.

“Are you turning on me?” he demanded.

“Joel, get ahold of yourself. This is a lobby full of your employees,” she whispered. “Don’t make a scene down here. This isn’t like you.” She pulled her jacket down on both sides.

Don flew into the conversation with Madeline in tow. The day was already a bust without having to deal with Madeline and her mouth, but there didn’t seem to be an escape route.

“Joel, you need to back off of Abigail. If you have a concern, address it to me,” Madeline said.

“What is this, you have to protect Abigail from me? Come on, you can’t be serious.”

“That’s not what she meant to do, Joel,” Abigail said.

“Everybody take a breath and let’s go talk,” Don butted in to say.

“Okay, big brother, since you’re speaking for the entourage, you tell me what’s going on, as if I don’t already know.”

“Let’s step into the waiting room. Everybody out here doesn’t need to know what we’re discussing,” Don said.

“Oh, and who are you, the new boss giving orders and taking charge?” Joel chuckled, having no other way to relieve the mounting sense of vulnerability.

“Come on, Joel, let’s talk,” Don offered again and pointed to the waiting room off to the side of the lobby.

“I don’t need a private room to hear your lies,” Joel told Don. Then he turned to Madeline and said, “I know this is your doing. You just won’t give up. When are you going to get this in your head,” he said, tapping his index finger on his temple. “I’m CEO, not you, not your son, not my father, me. Deal with it,” he said and walked away.

“Mistakes can and will be corrected,” Madeline said, pouring her rhetoric over Joel like molten lava. He was instantly yanked back into the heat. Before he could hurl a word, Don stepped between Joel and his mother.

“I said back off,” Don said. “This is between you and me, leave my mother and Abigail out of this.”

“Or what, big brother, what are you going to do? You’ve taken me on before and lost, each time,” he said, stepping within breathing distance of Don. Joel didn’t want to ignite a duel but he couldn’t show any signs of weakness. If Tamara had signed her stock ownership to Don or Madeline, then that meant they had controlling interest with 55 percent and enough weight to oust him from the CEO role at the upcoming board meeting, not counting Abigail’s 5 percent. His thoughts were jumbled, his emotions frantic, but they couldn’t know.

“Joel, what’s gotten into you? This is not you. Don’t you see what’s happening?” Abigail said in an emotional tone not easily hidden. “Ever since you started pursuing Harmonious Energy, you’ve become a different person. You have to see this,” she persisted.

He didn’t want to hear anything she had to say. She was in the other camp, a traitor. Joel stormed up the stairs two at a time, bypassing the elevators. He needed time and space to figure out how to stay the coup d’etat that was obviously brewing among these people masquerading as family and friends. Six flights up didn’t allow adequate time, but it was a start.
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Well, that went well,” Madeline said, tapping the toe of her spiked heels, arms folded, barely able to harness the unbridled anxiety stemming from not catching her daughter in time. “I can’t believe Tamara is gone.” She was unable to calm the escalating sense of not knowing what to do next. When it came to plowing down Joel or running the East Coast division of DMI, she was effective and resolute, needing help from no one. But reuniting with her daughter wasn’t a task she’d mastered. “That’s it. I’m going to the airport. I’m not letting Tamara leave Detroit without me seeing her. I’m not going to let that happen,” she said and trotted to the door.

Don called out to her. “Stop, Mother, let her go.”

“I can’t,” she said, refusing to break down. She needed to maintain composure and get to the airport. This could be her one and only chance to reach Tamara. If her daughter had come this close to home, there was a chance that Tamara was ready to reconcile. Madeline couldn’t be deterred. Finally she had both of her last remaining children in town, a dream come true. Grief sneaked in as she pushed away the crippling demise of her two oldest sons. Tamara was her concern.

“She needs time to figure out her feelings,” Don said.

“How much time does she need? None of us are going to live forever. I wish she’d give me a chance to be her mother again.” Grief and anguish swooshed in. Rationally she knew Tamara’s rape wasn’t her fault, but as a parent she assumed the guilt. Madeline threw up the barricade on her soul and kept focus on Tamara.

“Mother, she has her reasons for wanting to keep a distance. I’m not going to judge her. You know I’ve been there.”

“But you’re here,” Madeline said, clinging to Don. She heaved a deep sigh, acknowledging that there was hope. She released the grip, feeling slightly less anxious. “At least we accomplished one key goal, getting Tamara’s stock signed over to you.” She patted Don on his back, full of joy, finding the impossible act to be a pure miracle. Don tried to interject, but she didn’t want to lose her train of thought. “Who would have thought that you would be standing here today, ready to assume the CEO role after your father foolishly appointed Joel? It really is a miracle.” Don tried to interject again, but she was almost finished. “I guess God finally decided to have mercy on this old woman and let me have something in life, too, finally. Every other time He let me get close to something good, He would then let it disappear like a mirage. Finally the mirage has become reality. Finally my children have come out on top for a change. It’s bittersweet, with Tamara leaving the way she did, but I’m thrilled for you. Now, what were you saying?”

He wouldn’t make eye contact, which made her nervous.

“I don’t have Tamara’s stock.”

“What do you mean?” Madeline said, feeling the anxiety zip up the chart to a nearly unbearable level.
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