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RM Johnson Remembers E. Lynn Harris


I met E. Lynn Harris in 1998 at a book event. He wasn’t the self-important man I assumed a brilliant, nationally bestselling author to be. He was humble, personable and funny and even offered to help me spread the word about my then soon-to-be released first novel, The Harris Men.


He fulfilled his promise. The book was a success, and I credit my longevity in this field to his help.


He was a great man. I loved him as a brother and looked up to him as a mentor, and he graciously considered me his mentee. We appeared at several book signings together around the country. He allowed me to benefit from his successful name through association, but I wasn’t the only one. E. Lynn Harris helped dozens of up-and-coming authors by sponsoring their tours, inviting them to appear at his signings, or promoting their books as his favorite reads. He was that kind of man, just as concerned about others’ success as his own.


Lynn would often say, “We just need people to find out about you.” So in 2004 he mentioned the idea of the two of us writing a novel about twin brothers. We played with that idea over the years, often meeting to take notes or discuss plot, but never completing any serious work until early 2008. Both of us living in Atlanta, Georgia, we met often, coming up with some really great characters, story lines and plot twists. We worked well together, as I knew we would, and created what I believe is a fantastic book, which reads both like a classic, drama-filled E. Lynn Harris novel and a suspenseful, fast-paced RM Johnson story. We were both so proud of what we created.


He always said how excited he was about going on the road and promoting our book together. Unfortunately, as we all know, our dear friend passed July 23, 2009.


There will never be another writer like him, another individual like him. He graced us with his talents, inspired many of the authors writing today and left us with his ingenious body of work. The book you’re about to read was very dear to him. It was something we both thoroughly enjoyed writing and eagerly awaited to present to you all.


I would like to thank all those responsible in one way or another, for bringing this project to its deserved end. Many thanks go to Kerri Kolen, our tireless editor, and Andrew Stuart, my devoted literary agent. To Mrs. Etta Harris, E. Lynn’s mother, thank you for bringing such a wonderful person into this world, and into our lives. He has touched so many of us, and we will never be the same. To all of E. Lynn’s fans and to my own, to all the bookstore owners and operators, the publishing people and media people, the book club members and manuscript readers and, most of all, to our loving friends and family members, we could not have come this far without you all.




No One in the World
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My opposing counsel was defending a sixteen-year-old boy accused of a double murder. My name is Cobi Aiden Winslow, and as I stood to give my closing argument, I told myself I would try to put this clown away for life.


“If it pleases the court, Your Honor,” I said to the bearded, black-robed judge. “And the jury . . .” I said, nodding slightly to the haggard-looking twelve men and women who had sat through six days of testimony.


Before starting, I walked over to the boy being charged, stared him in the eyes till he looked away shamefully. DeAndré Marquis Moore was his name.


The police had found him a month ago, hiding in his girlfriend’s garage. He had been gangbanging since he was eleven years old and had been picked up several times for truancy and an assortment of other misdemeanors, but nothing ever as serious as this.


The crime had happened on a beautiful Saturday evening. A thirty-two-year-old father and his seven-year-old son were walking down Jeffery Boulevard, when someone wearing a hooded jacket ran up behind them. The assailant pointed a gun at the back of the father’s head and pulled the trigger, killing him in front of his son. He then turned the gun on the startled child and shot him twice, killing him as well.


There were eyewitnesses. Four separate individuals identified DeAndré in a lineup as the gunman.


DeAndré Moore’s attorney was one of the best in Chicago, a man named Milton Crawford. He was a handsome white-haired gentleman who had once told me he was practicing law when I was still just a dirty thought in my father’s head. I wasn’t sure of his age, but he looked to be well into his sixties. Since I was thirty-three, Mr. Crawford was probably right.


His firm did pro bono work for the community, often defending violent cases involving the poor and disenfranchised like this one. Most of those cases were losers, but they kept the firm’s name in the news and its phones ringing.


Milton Crawford argued that his client had acted in self-defense. Crawford stated that DeAndré had been deprived, destined to fail since birth. His father was absent, his mother a prostitute. DeAndré had cared for himself since he was seven years old, had no guidance, no love, no discipline. He was raised by the streets, taken in by a gang, and treated as a mascot till he became of age. At which point he had to commit a murder to become a member.


During Mr. Crawford’s closing argument, he leaned on the jury box’s railing. “He was told by one of the gang leaders, and I quote, ‘If you don’t do a killing, then we’re going to do a killing on you.’ My client was only trying to preserve his life by taking another,” Mr. Crawford said.


It was the most ridiculous defense I had heard. All it did was make me angrier and more motivated to put this boy away.


It was my turn now, and as I stood over DeAndré, I shook my head in disgust before walking back toward the jury.


“Kevin Jones and Brandon Jones,” I said. “Those are the names of the father and son that the defendant murdered in cold blood. Kevin has a wife, and two more children—little girls—at home. Kevin and Brandon have been forever taken from their family, from this world by—” I shot a finger at DeAndré “—by him!” I paused to calm myself. “Who or what gave him the right? His circumstances? Yes, he was raised in the streets. He had no father. His mother gave him no attention. He had to fend for himself. But do those facts justify murder?” I paced away from the jury. “Do you know how many children grow up the same way? Does it give them the right to take lives? Does it give them the right to act outside the law? It does not. DeAndré was given life, and with that life he could’ve done whatever he wanted, despite his circumstances. I cannot and will not suffer fools who let the hand they’ve been dealt determine what they will do, and who they will be, and neither should you. DeAndré Moore was given a life, yet he chose to take two others. For that he must be punished,” I said, walking back to the jury box. I took a moment to look each of the jurors in the eye one by one. “For DeAndré Moore, there is no other verdict but guilty.”
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Not long after lunch, the jury reached a decision. DeAndré Moore was found guilty. He was charged as an adult and sentenced to twenty-five years in a maximum-security prison.


As I drove my Audi S6 home, tension from the day still coursing through my body, I thought about how if it were up to me, I would’ve put him away for life.


I pulled into the circular drive of the historic brick mansion I lived in with my parents. Work had been hard, but considering what was going on here, I knew that today home would be harder.


Once inside, I went to my mother’s bedroom to check on her. I stood outside her door and knocked gently. I didn’t want to walk in on her if she was crying again.


“Cobi, is that you? C’mon in.”


My mother was standing next to her bed in front of an open, half-packed suitcase, holding a lavender blouse up to her chest. “Do I need this?” She smiled, although her eyes were red, like she had been crying not long ago.


“Mother,” I said, taking the garment, folding it, and laying it on top of the other neatly folded clothes. “Just take it. You never know.”


“Was work good today?”


“It was work, like every day. These things that people do . . .” I lamented. “And some of them are practically children. I put a sixteen-year-old animal away today for twenty-five years.”


“Don’t call them that, Cobi. You don’t know what they’ve been through. Some of them have no fathers. They grew up in foster homes,” my mother said.


“It doesn’t matter. It’s—”


“Not everyone had it as nice as you growing up. What if that was you out there? What if you were forced to . . .” My mother reached for her box of Kleenex, snatched two, and pressed them to her nose. “You were lucky,” she said, tears rolling from her eyes, her voice trailing off. “There was a chance . . .” my mother started to say but abruptly stopped herself.


“What was that you said, Ma?”


“Nothing, Cobi.” She walked away from me, blowing her nose into the tissue.


Last week, my mother received a call from Alabama. It was from Uncle Carl, my mother’s brother in-law. She told me his voice was solemn as he regrettably told her that her sister, Rochelle, had died in her sleep. My mother told me she held the phone to her ear, staring into the space before her, gasping for words that wouldn’t come.


“She went peacefully,” my mother said Carl had said.


I loved Aunt Rochelle. She looked just like my mother. They shared the same cornflake-colored complexion, the same sandy brown hair, the same bright smile. The only difference was that Aunt Rochelle was shorter and funnier. When I was a child, whenever she saw me, she would tell a new joke. If I didn’t think it was funny, she’d tickle me till I was in tears with laughter.


But I had not seen nor spoken to Aunt Rochelle in five years. She and my mother had fallen out. My mother had never told me why, and whenever I asked, she would simply say, “It’s nothing you need to concern yourself with.”


The funeral was to be held tomorrow. My parents intended to fly to Alabama sooner, spend time mourning with the family, but the business demanded that they stay for a meeting held earlier today.


There was trouble with the family business. Profits were down, our competition was gaining, and the future of the company’s value was uncertain. Cyrus, my father, had even mentioned the idea of selling. The situation had to have been terribly bad for him to think of such a thing.


Our company, Winslow Products was started by my grandfather, in a single-boarder room he rented back in 1959. Through hard work, dedication, and anticipating the needs of Chicago’s African American population, Charles Winslow grew Winslow Products into the most successful and recognized black hair care line in the country. I knew it would’ve killed my father to sell it.


I lowered the top of the suitcase and zipped it. “That’s everything, right?”


My mother pulled another Kleenex from the box and pressed it to her nose, her back to me.


She was starting to cry again. I took a step toward her. She held out a hand, instructing me not to come any closer.


There was something gravely wrong, something my mother was not telling me. I knew she was mourning the loss of her sister, but this seemed like something more.


I stood three feet behind her, looking at our reflections in the mirror. I was tall, six foot, with an athletic build I maintained by going to the gym at least four times a week. My skin was not the color of cornflakes like my mother’s and Aunt Rochelle’s, but darker, like raisin bran flakes. My facial features were keen, my teeth straight, my nose broad, my eyes jet black beneath thick eyebrows, and my hair buzzed low, razor lined, where just a shadow could be seen.


Other than our difference in skin tone, I looked a great deal like my mother, a miracle, considering I had been adopted when I was three years old.


“Mother . . .” I said, my voice low.


She didn’t answer. She pulled away the tissue, and I could see tears in her eyes again.


“Ma.” I felt horrible. All I wanted to do was give her a hug, beg her to please tell me what else was wrong, because I knew it was something. My mother could never keep anything from me. It was she who, against my father’s wishes, sat me down when I was eight years old and told me I was adopted.


My father was a quiet man—a man of few words. But when he spoke, everyone listened. He showed very little emotion. I don’t remember a single time when he hugged me. He had told me he loved me before, but I could never feel the emotion in his confession. It always just sounded like something he thought he should say.


To tell the truth, I wouldn’t have been surprised if my father didn’t love me at all. We had a few issues, like any father and son. But I was sure, one day, we were going to work them out. I had actually told myself that when my parents returned home from Aunt Rochelle’s funeral, I was going to sit Cyrus down, whether the man liked it or not, and have a good father-and-son talk with him.


Now my mother finally turned to me. “Sit,” she said. “Your Aunt Rochelle—five years ago, we argued over some money. It was a thousand dollars or something. She said she gave it back to me. I said she didn’t. This family is rich . . .” My mother chuckled sadly. “But I haven’t spoken to my sister in all that time for a lousy thousand dollars. It was the principle of the matter, I kept telling myself. But now she’s dead and . . .” My mother tightened her grip on my hands and wept loudly.


“Ma, don’t—”


“I loved her. Your aunt . . . she was so wonderful.”


“I know, and I know you loved her,” I said, hugging my mother, feeling as though I was about to start crying myself. “She knows you did.”


“But she’s gone.”


“She’s with God, Ma. She’s in a better place.”


“I haven’t spoken to her in years. I didn’t say good-bye. And now she’s gone,” my mother said, pulling away from my embrace. “I don’t want the same thing to happen to you.”


I leaned away from her. “What are you talking about?”


She pulled more Kleenex from the box on the nightstand, dried her face, and looked deeply into my eyes. “Your father didn’t think you should ever know this, but I don’t want you to go through life without ever . . . without . . .”


“Mother, what are you talking about?”


“I begged your father. It wasn’t right to separate you. I wanted to take you both.”


“Mother, please. What are you saying to me?”


“Forgive me, Cobi, for what we’ve done,” my mother said, smearing tears from her eyes with the tissue. “But when we adopted you, there was someone else. Cobi . . . you have a twin brother.”
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I marched down the long halls of my parents’ mansion, my heels clicking loudly against the black-and-white tiles, the sound echoing up to the high ceilings.


My mother told me not to bring this to my father. “This is between us,” my mother said, trying to hold me in her room. “He never wanted you to know.”


In front of the door to his study, I raised my fist and prepared to knock but grabbed the knob instead and pushed through the door unannounced.


My father, the great Cyrus Winslow, president and CEO of Winslow Products, looked up from his computer monitor. His reading glasses sat low on his nose.


“Why didn’t you knock?”


My father was a big man with broad shoulders. His skin was the color of peanut butter. His dark, wavy hair receded from his lined forehead. His face was clean shaven, and although very distinguished looking, he appeared much younger than his seventy years.


“Mother told me,” I said, infuriated.


“Told you what?”


“About my brother. I have a twin brother and you never told me!”


“Don’t you raise your voice in my house,” my father said, taking off his glasses, tossing them aside on his desk.


“I’ll do whatever the hell I want,” I said, no longer caring if he chose not to speak to me for days because he disapproved of me, like he had so many times in the past. “You kept this from me. Why would you do that?” I was on the verge of tears.


My father stood, all six foot three inches of him. He walked around the big oak desk. “Sit down.”


“I don’t want to sit.”


The room was mostly dark, except for the lamp burning dimly on his desk. The ceilings were high. The hardwood floor was covered with an expensive Persian rug. The room smelled of the old leather-bound books stacked on the shelves lining his office walls. I stood before him, my arms crossed over my chest.


“Your mother and I had already adopted your sister,” my father said, leaning on the edge of his antique desk. “We wanted a little boy. We chose you.”


“But there were two of us.”


“Like I said, we chose you.”


“Why not both of us?” I said, my voice high pitched. “Or neither?”


My father scoffed. “Is that what you really would’ve wanted? Do you know how most people live? Do you know what’s out there? We’ve given you everything. A top-tier education, the freedom to pursue a career as an attorney. You have a twenty-million-dollar trust, and you’re about to receive shares of this company on your next birthday, and you question me? Do you know the kind of life you would be living right now if we hadn’t adopted you? You could’ve been the scum you’re putting behind bars every day.”


“I’ve worked hard to get to where I am today, to achieve what I have. It wasn’t just about what you provided me.”


“If that’s what you want to tell yourself, son.” My father walked back around his desk. “Leave my study and come back when you’re able to discuss this sensibly.”


“If you couldn’t take both of us, why didn’t you just leave me there, too? I know it’s what you wish you could’ve done.”


“We are not going to talk about that, Cobi,” my father said.


A tear ran down my face as I thought about that spring afternoon, back in high school when my father discovered me and a very handsome football player from school with the body of a junior Olympic athlete, kissing and petting in the darkness of the garage behind my house.


I had been one of the most popular boys in my school at the time. I did my best every day to play the role. But like every teen, I had a secret. Liking boys was mine, and although I constantly tried to deny myself, the urge was always too strong.


In the middle of our kissing and necking, the garage door was abruptly thrown open, sunlight invading the dank space. The silhouette of my father darkened the doorway. He stared at us with our shirts off, our pants halfway down our thighs for what seemed like forever. Then he simply turned and walked away.


The talk did not happen till a day later. The conversation lasted for only ten minutes, but there was a single message—my father would not tolerate a gay son. I was told never to let him see evidence of that abomination again.


I yelled, cried, screamed that I could not help who I was, that I should not have to hide myself, not from my own family. My father stared at me like I was a freak, reminded me of the warning, and then ended the conversation. He never brought it up again.


“After that day, you stopped loving me,” I said.


“That’s not true!”


“You were ashamed of me. Still are. I’m the secret that would’ve killed your precious business.”


“You’re the one who wanted to pursue law. You didn’t want to enter the business,” my father said.


“Because I knew you saw me differently. You didn’t trust me anymore.”


My father lowered himself into his chair, exhausted. He looked every bit of his seventy years now. “Son, I’m sorry that you feel this way, that you feel I treated you badly. I may have my ways, but know that I love you. I do love you.”


I looked hard at him, examining every line in his face, searching for the truth. All I could see was the same man I had seen for most of my life. The man I always felt cared little for me. Another tear fell. I angrily wiped it away and then said, “Well, I don’t believe you when you say that, Dad. And to tell you truth, I never have. If you want, I’ll drive you and mother to the airport. But when you come back, I’ll be gone. This way you’ll never have to see your abomination of a son again.”
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I had to get out of the house if only for a little while before it was time to take my parents to the airport. I made a phone call, drove downtown, then pulled along the curb of the state building and waited with my hazards blinking.


It was spring, my favorite season in Chicago, and the May evening was a warm one.


My sunroof was open, the windows down as a slow Mary J. Blige song played softly while I stared down at my hands.


My passenger door opened and shut. When I looked up, I saw Tyler Hayden Stevens sitting in the car beside me. An Illinois state senator, he was six foot one, 205 pounds, and his skin was the color of beach-baked sand. His jawline was strong, and although many men thought they were out of style, Tyler wore a thick, perfectly shaped mustache. He looked like a black Tom Selleck in his prime or a young Stedman Graham. He showed a smile of straight white teeth, but when he saw the sadness on my face, the smile disappeared. “Baby, what’s wrong?”


“Stuff with my father again.”


Tyler looked out the back window for oncoming cars. “Let’s get out of this traffic and go somewhere we can talk about it.”


We finished talking in the dark parking structure under the state building.


“So you have a twin brother. That’s great news,” Tyler said. “What are you going to do?”


“I don’t know.”


“You going to look for him?”


“I need to find him,” I said, turning away from Tyler, an angry frown on my face.


“Are you okay?”


“I haven’t had an open relationship since I’ve come back from school to live there, all because I know what my father would say, how he would look at me. Over five years of sneaking around. I’m tired of clandestine meetings.”


“Then why stay?”


“I told him I was moving out, but it’s my home. I love seeing my mother every day, and even though he has his ways, I like the fact that he’s there, too. You know what family means to me. But if I did get my own place, would that change things between us? Would we come out, announce to all our friends and the world that we’re seeing each other?”


“That’s nobody’s business.”


“Then would you move in with me?”


Tyler looked uncomfortable when he said, “You know I’m not in the position to make that happen. Not now.”


“Yeah, I know,” I said, disappointed. “So I’ll stay at home in the meantime and work things out with my father. We fixed things before. We’ll fix them again.”
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An hour later, I stood at the front door hugging my mother as my father waited in the back of the large Mercedes S600, the uniformed driver standing by the passenger side, holding open the back door. My father had decided he didn’t want me taking them to the airport after all.


“We’ll straighten all this out when we return, all right,” my mother said, holding my cheeks in her hands.


I hugged her once more, wishing I could go with her but knowing my trial schedule wouldn’t allow it.


When the driver opened the door, I caught a glimpse of my father. I looked at him with an expression on my face pleading for us to talk further. He looked away.


At 1:24 a.m. I woke up, startled out of my sleep by a ringing phone. I rolled over in bed, clumsily answering the call.


My eyes were barely open, my voice was groggy. “Hello.”


It was my sister. She was crying, hysterically. I could barely understand her through her tears when she gave me the news.


At 5:13 a.m. I stood, my arm tightly around Sissy’s shoulder, the two of us waiting in the emergency room of the Indiana hospital where survivors of the Delta 767 plane crash had been taken.


One hundred sixty passengers were already confirmed dead, but Sissy and I had not yet heard whether our parents were among those listed.


Sissy told me she had worked late, like she always did, over at Winslow Products headquarters in downtown Chicago.


She said she didn’t walk in the door of her house till almost eleven. After having a drink and winding down, she sat on the living room sofa and clicked on CNN. The news of our parents’ plane going down on an Indiana farm not long after takeoff was all over the news. She phoned me moments later.


Now Sissy and I stood in the emergency room, waiting for a close friend of our family, Roger Welkin, to walk back through the door.


He was a police detective, knew important people working for the National Transportation Safety Bureau, and could find out whether our parents had survived the crash.


When I saw Mr. Welkin enter the room, I could not read the man’s blank face. But when he approached Sissy and me and politely asked if we would follow him to the back of the room, where we could sit and talk, I knew.


The funeral was held one week later at Trinity United Church of Christ, on the South Side of Chicago. It was the same church President Obama and his family had attended when they lived here.


Scores of cars moved slowly into the parking lots around the church, while countless stretch limos with darkened glass sidled up to the curbs, letting out Chicago celebrities and VIPs.


To say the event was well attended was an understatement. Because my father had such high standing in the community, everyone from Kanye West and Jesse Jackson, to Al Sharpton and former mayor Daley attended, as well as members of the Johnson family, publishers of Ebony and Jet.


As everyone entered, they gave me looks of sympathy, shook my hand, and hugged me and my sister.


I watched the sea of people coming to mourn my parents and was happy when I saw Tyler. He walked over to me, shook my hand, leaned in to me, and whispered, “You’re going to get through this. I’m here for you.”


Because my parents’ remains were never found, there were no coffins or urns, only two large portraits of my mother and father and a snapshot taken years ago that we had blown up. It was a picture of them at a hair care conference in Atlanta. They had never looked happier in their lives.


Sissy and I sat in the first pew, holding hands. I felt hers trembling in mine, heard her sobbing, though I knew she did everything in her power for me or anyone else not to notice. My father had raised her to be strong, to never show weakness, and although she made an earnest attempt, the grief was too much for her to bear.


The reverend, a bearded, distinguished-looking man who had known my father for thirty years, had been speaking for only a moment, but the words of love and loss must have cut deeply into my sister’s soul. Helpless, she cried louder. She pressed her handkerchief harder against her face, but she could not muffle her pain.


Shaking her head, she turned to me with tear-flooded eyes and said, “I’m sorry. I can’t.” Sissy stood and hurried away. I reached out for her and considered following, but felt like I’d be abandoning my parents. I couldn’t do that. So I sat there, feeling the tears crawling down my cheeks.


I had cursed my father, told him I had never believed he loved me, because he had kept me from my brother. He made me walk through this life by myself, when I had a twin all along. But the loneliness I had then was nothing compared to how alone I felt now that I had lost my mother and father.
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Three days later, Sissy Winslow sat at her office desk, clutching the framed picture of her late mother and father.


She hated to think of where she would’ve been now if her parents had not adopted her. She had never made an attempt to find her biological mother or father, because the day they had given her up was the day they had stopped being her true parents. She owed the Winslows everything.


“One day you’re going to take over this company,” Cyrus had told her when she was just fourteen years old.


Yes, she was a straight-A student, read and studied because she thought it was fun, not because she had to. She considered Madam C. J. Walker, Congresswoman Maxine Waters, and Oprah Winfrey her role models, but she had always thought her older brother, Cobi, would take over the company when it was time.


It was only when her brother told her about what had happened in the garage that Sissy understood why her father chose to groom her to take over Winslow Products.


She hurt for Cobi but accepted the obligation of becoming future CEO with an excitement she never before had felt.


Sissy was often found at her father’s side while he worked in his study, absorbing all that he taught her. Many days after school, a driver would take her to the corporate office, where she spoke to employees and spent hours gathering a wealth of information.


Sissy had grown to love Winslow Products. Not just because it was what her father and grandfather devoted their lives to, but because of its high standing in the African American community and its charitable contributions to organizations such as the NAACP and the Sickle Cell Foundation as well as many historically black colleges and universities, such as Howard University, Spelman College, and Florida A&M, where Winslow Products recruited many of their outstanding employees.


Sissy was always honored to know that one day she would head this wonderful corporation. She just wished the time hadn’t come so soon or under such life-shattering circumstances.


A knock came at her door.


“Come in,” Sissy said, smearing tears from her cheeks and rolling her chair to face away from the door.


Sissy’s secretary peeked in. “The board is assembled and ready for you, Ms. Winslow.”


Sissy stood at the head of a long conference table, wearing a business suit that was perfectly tailored to her athletic body. It was the color of a ripe peach. She was an attractive woman with large, bright eyes, full lips, and a button nose. Her hair was sandy brown, straightened, and cut shoulder length.


She stood tall and looked around the table at the twelve board members, who were also shareholders of Winslow Products. They were older, distinguished-looking men and women, their hands folded before them, attentive looks on their faces.


This meeting was being held to discuss the dismal state of the company and to install Sissy as the new president and CEO of Winslow Products.


To offset his business’s losses, Cyrus Winslow had sold off a great deal of the company’s shares, making it vulnerable for other companies to buy a majority stake. Procter & Gamble was who they were most worried about. P&G had bought Johnson Hair Care Products, Winslow’s competition, in 2003, made a mess of it, then sold it in 2009 to some small investors.


“We’re concerned. We don’t want that happening to us,” Mr. Donaldson, the senior board member said. He was a thin man in his sixties with a short Afro of gray hair.


“Winslow Corporation was started by my grandfather and continued by my father,” Sissy said. “They both loved this company, made it their life’s work, and I vow to do the same. I will do everything in my power to avoid a takeover and to make Winslow stronger and more profitable than it’s ever been.”


At the meeting’s end, when it was time for her to be formally installed as CEO, Mr. Donaldson stood and said, “We know it was your father’s wishes for you to lead Winslow Products, but a vote was taken earlier, and we feel as though your appointment should be on an interim basis, which will be made permanent once you deliver us from this crisis.”


Sissy stood frozen. She could not believe what she heard. “For over fifteen years my father planned on me heading this company. Now you’re saying there is a chance you will hire someone else? Who?”


“We have no one in mind,” Mrs. Williams, a regal-looking woman with beautiful styled, short gray hair said. “But there are individuals we can consider.”


“So you expect me to fail?” Sissy said, trying her best to suppress her anger.


“No, Ms. Winslow,” Mrs. Williams said. “There is nothing further from the truth. But if we feel you aren’t capable of doing what’s required, we will do everything in our power to find someone who can. We believe that’s what your father would’ve wanted, too.”
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Not a week after the funeral, Sissy and I sat in a small office with our family attorney, Mr. Rochester.


The slender, balding man pushed his glasses up on his nose as he continued to read from my father’s will.


As our parents’ only children, everything would be left to us. The mansion in Chicago, and the three homes in DC, New York, and California were now ours.


There was a trust fund of $20 million, plus valuable shares of company stock that I was to inherit on my thirty-fourth birthday, which was just forty days away. It was the same fund Sissy would inherit when she turned thirty-four in two years.


All this we had always known, but not until that moment was I informed of the single stipulation.


Mr. Rochester looked over his glasses at me, cleared his throat, and then continued reading. “In order for you to take possession of your inheritance, you, Cobi Aiden Winslow, must be lawfully married to a woman, by your thirty-fourth birthday, for a period of at least two years. On the date of your wedding, you will receive one hundred percent of your shares and twenty-five percent of your monetary inheritance. Another twenty-five percent will be given to you on your one-year anniversary, and the remainder will be given on the second-year anniversary.”


I shot up from my chair.


Sissy grabbed my hand tight. “What is this? There must be some mistake,” she said.


“I can’t believe him,” I said. “He could never accept me when he was alive, now he’s trying to force me to be who he wants from the grave. Fine. If he wants to hold on to his money that badly, I don’t need it. He can keep it.”


“No, Cobi, Daddy wants you to have it, otherwise he wouldn’t have left it in the will,” Sissy said, still holding my hand. She turned to Mr. Rochester. “I’m sure there’s some way around this.”


“I’m afraid there isn’t,” Mr. Rochester said.


“Like I said, I don’t care,” I spat at Mr. Rochester. I walked out the door and paced down the hallway. I heard the door open and close. A moment later, Sissy was standing beside me.


My father adopted a son because he wanted someone to take over the family business when he stepped down. He told me as much, and I remember him always talking about it, what I needed to know for when that fateful day finally came. But the day in the garage came first, and all the grooming stopped then. Sissy then became the person who would succeed him. Funny thing is, she should’ve been the one from the beginning.


She was a whiz with numbers and had a mind like a supercomputer. She earned both an MBA and a law degree from the University of Chicago, where she graduated top of her class. She approached the most daunting situations with optimism and the tactical mind of a five-star general.


“We’re going to get your trust, Cobi,” Sissy said, taking me by the shoulders.


“Whatever you say. It’s not like I earned it. If Dad didn’t want me to—”


“Cobi, stop it! He wanted you to have it, so you’re entitled.”


“Okay. So what do we do now?”


“We think about whatever we have to do to get it. And I mean whatever. It’s that important.”


“No. It’s not that important. I make enough money to—”


“This is not just about you, Cobi,” Sissy said. She lowered her voice. “Do you want the company to stay in our family?”


“Of course, I do. It always has and it always will.”


“What if we lose it? You know the company hasn’t been doing very well. There have been other companies interested in the success we’ve had in the past, in the millions of people who buy our products.”


“I know, but I thought we were getting that under control. We are getting—”


“We could lose it,” Sissy said, narrowing her eyes at me, tightening her grip on my shoulders. “Do you hear me? If things aren’t played perfectly, we could lose Winslow Products. So that money, it might not be a lifesaver for you, but those shares, Cobi, we have to get those shares, because they might play a major role in whether or not we keep Winslow Products. Do you understand?”


I looked sadly at my sister. “Yes, I understand.”
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The next day, during my lunch break, I sat in front of a desk at the True Home Adoption Agency. I was waiting on Ms. Aims, the large, well made-up woman with a beautiful smile. I had spoken to her moments ago, and she had gone to look up some information for me.


I told her I had come with the intention of finding my brother. I also felt compelled to tell her about the recent death of my parents and how much I missed them.


“That was your family?” Ms. Aims said. “The hair products people?”


“Yes.”


“I’m so sorry for your loss. Your father was a great man.”


“Thank you. I know,” I said. “Do you think you’ll be able to help me find my brother?”


“I truly hope so. Do you know his name?” Ms. Aims said, her eyes smiling sympathetically behind her stylish eyeglass frames.


“I don’t. But I have this,” I said, digging my adoption certificate out of my briefcase and presenting it to her.


She read it, looked up at me. “This was your name before it was changed?”


“Yes. Everette Reed.” I felt strangely outside myself.


“Have you seen or spoken to your brother since you were separated?”


“I haven’t.”


“Okay,” Ms. Aims said, standing from her desk. “All the information I should need is on this certificate. I’ll be right back.”


Ten minutes later, Ms. Aims returned with a manila folder. She sat down behind her desk with a smile and opened the file.


“Did you find something?” I asked, hopeful.


“Your brother’s name is Eric, Eric Reed.”


“Eric. Okay,” I said softly, feeling a smile appear on my face. “Where is he?”


Ms. Aims chuckled. “I wish it were that simple, Mr. Winslow. But we don’t keep track of the children after they leave us. So there’s no way we would know where he is now.”


“Can you at least tell me the name of the family that adopted him?”


“Legally, I wouldn’t be able to release that information to you if he had been adopted, but . . . he wasn’t.”


“What do you mean, he wasn’t adopted? Where did he go?”


“If a child is not adopted by his or her tenth birthday here at True Home, they automatically go into the foster care system,” Ms. Aims said, the smile no longer on her face.


“Foster care,” I said, feeling badly, knowing that when I was Eric’s age, complaining about my father never being home, my brother was living with strangers in foster care. “Can you please give me any information you have on the foster care system and the contact numbers of anyone who might have an idea of where my brother might be.”


“Yes, of course, Mr. Winslow,” Ms. Aims said.


After work, I stood in one of the foster care offices downtown, looking for answers regarding my brother.


“I’m sorry, sir, but we don’t have that information to give you,” a thin, overworked woman wearing a slightly wrinkled dress said.


“This is very important,” I said, feeling as though I was on the verge of losing my patience. “You don’t have it to give to me, or you won’t give it to me?”


“We purge all records of individuals who have been out of our system for ten years. I’m sorry, sir.”


I stood there staring at her, anger boiling in me. I calmed down enough to say, “Is there any information you can give me? Anything at all?”


“I’m sorry,” the woman said, looking at me with concern, as if expecting me to go off, run around, and start flipping tables over. “All I can do is suggest you write the Social Security Administration, or go online, and maybe check the phone book for all the Eric Reeds you can find.”


That evening, I came home and parked behind Sissy’s BMW 750, which meant she was visiting. I had spent much of the day trying to get information about where my brother Eric might have been and wound up with nothing. Seeing my sister would make me feel better.


I walked in the front door of the eight-bedroom mansion I had lived in all my life (and now owned). It was built in 1912. The ceilings were twenty-four feet high, the walls were a warm, medium brown wood, and the floors were a beautiful deep cherry color.


Every room was decorated with expensive leather and upholstered antique furniture, with ornate carvings. An iron chandelier hung high in the living room.


After I closed the door, I was met by Stella, our housekeeper of twenty-five years. She was a woman in her early sixties, with flawless skin and graying hair that she always brushed and pinned back. She was like a second mother to me.
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