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Dear Reader:

 

Thank you for purchasing this book, a Strebor Books title that I believe will engage, entertain, and excite you as a reader. Larger Than Lyfe by Cynthia Thornton is a fictional account of Keshari Mitchell, a young lady determined to obtain fortune and fame at any cost…and there is always a cost. Love can make you do unimaginable things and the right words can convince you to toss aside your beliefs, ethics, and morals to please another. Such is the case with Keshari. Once she realizes that she is in way over her head, she attempts to alter the parameters of a game that she never should have agreed to play in the first place. Droves of women are behind bars today after realizing that the stakes of love were way too high.

Cynthia Thornton has a wonderful literary career ahead of her and I am proud to present Larger Than Lyfe to my dedicated supporters.

Thanks for supporting all of the Strebor Books authors. To find me on the web, please go to www.eroticanoir.com or join my online social network, www.planetzane.org
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FOR JASON AND DEVAN—

I love you infinitely, eternally, my 6’2” babies.

—Mommie



FOREWORD

The following fictional account is ENTERTAINMENT, no different than the erotic novel or the lyrical braggadocio of the hip-hop star. The closer that I came to completion of the entire publishing process for this novel, Larger Than Lyfe, the larger the moral implications of it all became for me. I did not want readers to believe that I was attempting to glamorize drug trafficking nor the gangster’s lifestyle; hence, this foreword.

My primary goal for this novel, from the very beginning, was ENTERTAINMENT. My mission is to provide to readers with what so many of us LOVE…the gangster’s story…because there are millions of us who are absolutely mesmerized by the danger, the intricate schemes, the unbelievable sums of money, the power, the corruption, the sex, and the bloodshed that are always associated with gangsters.

In every major city in America and in a few, not-so-major cities as well, a gangster’s story exists. The gangster’s story and his (or her) organized criminal affiliations and activities are as much a part of the fabric of this country as the dead presidents depicted on the currency that we exchange. Two, relatively new genres in the publishing industry called “street lit” and “true crime” were created to feed the fascination of those of us who love the gangster’s story and a whole smorgasbord of authors in these two genres relish in feeding us what we love, from Nikki Turner’s Riding Dirty on I-95 to Mario Puzo’s classic, The Godfather, to Teri Woods’s series, True to the Game.

 Scarface, The Godfather, The Sopranos, GoodFellas, Belly, American Gangster, State Property, and Casino are all well-known and highly successful films. The film industry has probably been the most successful at providing us with vivid, mostly fictionalized depictions of the gangster’s story.

A multibillion-dollar, money-making enterprise has been created using every available form of media, from music to books to movies to video games, to feed the overwhelming fascination that so many of us have for the gangster story. We all know that what these people do is unbelievably, heinously wrong, but, just like watching the aftermath of a horrific car crash, we cannot seem to stop watching, reading and wanting to know more, as much as we can about what gangsters do, how they live, who they are.

Once I’ve fully engaged my readers’ attention with sex, humor, drama, danger and luxe lifestyles and landscapes transpiring in the lives of some of America’s rich, famous and infamous, my mission is always to drop some knowledge, to educate, to give readers mental “food” to turn over in their minds. My desire is to provide readers with some truth, facts, provocative topics for more serious and substantive discussions and debates and, quite possibly, progressive action once they’ve finished reading my book. For example: some of the most ruthless and most intriguing gangsters of all are members of our own government, past and current. Powerful figures who are connected, well-connected, and very well-connected in American politics have closely protected their own dirty, little secrets of direct involvement in organized crime—from the Iran-Contra scandal to Halliburton to the alleged affiliations of “Camelot’s” patriarch, Joe Kennedy, to what is taking place in the Middle Eastern areas of Iraq and Afghanistan right now. There is enough material throughout the history of the United States and American government that exposes ruthless, deceptive, and completely illegal financial schemes and enterprises committed by powerful political figures or powerful men with powerful political connections to make blockbuster, gangster page-turners for years to come. You see, real gangsters do more than run drug rings, racketeering and prostitution operations in the seedy underbellies of major cities. Real gangsters have the power to affect the policies that directly affect YOU and ME.

Enjoy Larger Than Lyfe. There is definitely more to come.



PROLOGUE

Misha had given Keshari all of the fucking space that she intended to give to her. Enough was e-goddamned-nough. Misha knew that Keshari had been going through a lot over the past few weeks. Nix that. The past year had been a long one for Keshari. Keshari had some major, life-altering decisions to make. She had a mountain of demands to shoulder from one day to the next and it was a wonder that she hadn’t burnt out or collapsed from stress and exhaustion a long time ago. She kept so much bottled up inside herself. Misha was closer to Keshari and knew her better than anybody else, but even she often glimpsed that solemn, distant look in her best friend’s eyes and said to herself, “She’s right here in front of me, yet she’s so, so damned far away…like she’s all alone in the world. I wonder what she’s thinking about because I know she’ll never tell me.”

The last time that the two of them spoke, Keshari had told Misha that she was going to take a bit of time to herself to try and get her head together. She started working from home. She was taking very few, if any, calls. She wasn’t accepting any visitors either. For the past week, Misha had called Keshari’s house more times than she could count and, although Keshari’s damned housekeeper could barely speak English, she could definitely crank out that “Mees Mitchell es unavailable,” and then promptly hang up.

That morning, however, Misha had firmly decided to bypass the futile phone calls. She was going straight to Keshari’s house and she was NOT leaving until she saw Keshari, made sure that her best friend was okay, and gave her a piece of her mind. If Keshari dedicated more time to her personal needs on a regular basis instead of putting everything she had into work, Misha planned to tell Keshari, she wouldn’t be all holed up in that big ass house like she was Howard fucking Hughes! She knew that there was so much more to Keshari’s situation than a constantly gargantuan workload, but she didn’t even know how to begin to touch upon those things. So Misha would do what she had always done with Keshari. She would scold Keshari in the way that best girlfriends often did, in the trademark fashion that only Misha could do; she would act as if Keshari’s situation was almost a normal one, with a solution as simple as Keshari “taking personal time for herself, chilling out, and getting some rest.” Then she would end her admonishments by letting Keshari know that she loved her and that she would always be there for her in whatever way that she needed her to be…for ANYTHING. Keshari would come through her current situation just as she had courageously, miraculously come through so much else.

Misha got dressed and was preparing to leave when a messenger rang her doorbell. Misha quickly signed for the envelope the messenger held on his clipboard and ripped it open. It was a letter from Keshari. Misha read it as quickly as she could while juggling files from her office, invitation samples for an upcoming party that she was throwing, her purse, sunglasses, BlackBerry, and keys.

“WHAT THE FUCK?!” Misha exclaimed, realizing what was being conveyed in Keshari’s letter to her.

Everything she held went all over the floor as she went racing frantically out to her car.
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Mars was in his office when his secretary came to the door escorting a messenger delivering a package that could only be signed for by Mars Buchanan himself. Mars opened the messenger envelope and instantly recognized the pink parchment stationery inside. He closed the door to his office and sat down to carefully read Keshari’s communication to him in privacy. He hadn’t seen her in weeks, not since their break-up, and he had to admit to himself that he really, really missed her.

“Shit!” Mars exclaimed in shock, dropping the letter to the floor.

He told his secretary to cancel his schedule for the day, saying quickly that he had an emergency, as he went running for the elevator. A moment later, his Mercedes was speeding at 100 miles per hour up the 405 freeway to Keshari’s Palos Verdes home.
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Mars arrived at Paradiso Drive to a scene of utter chaos. Emergency vehicles were everywhere and emergency workers contended with television news crews arriving on the scene. Mars could barely get through the pandemonium as he pulled up outside the gates at Keshari’s home. A reporter recognized him and rushed over to the car.

“Get the FUCK away from me!” Mars yelled, rolling up his window.

Sam Perkins, head of Keshari’s security team, opened the gates and Mars’s car sped inside.

“Sam, what’s going on?” Mars asked anxiously, hopping out of the car.

Sam Perkins bowed his head and Mars took off running up the drive.

Misha was standing on the lawn, emitting the most chilling scream that Mars had ever heard, as a pair of police officers attempted to calm her. Mars went to her and she collapsed in his arms. Cold, frozen fear took hold of his heart.

“What’s happened, Misha? Come on. What happened?” Mars asked, hugging Misha and attempting to console her.

“She’s…she’s…she’s…dead!” Misha garbled through her hysterical sobbing. “She’s GONE!”
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A caravan of black, customized Suburbans coasted swiftly up Alameda Street, across Broadway, and into Long Beach’s deserted industrial section near the waterfront. It was almost 2 a.m. and virtually all of the shipping and manufacturing facilities in the area were closed down for the night, scheduled to reopen for their daily business around 6 a.m.

The caravan of expensive SUVs pulled onto the graveled lot of a white brick warehouse at the darkened end of Third Street. The driver in the first truck pressed the buzzer at the warehouse entrance. The warehouse’s tall, steel doors rolled open. The caravan of trucks pulled smoothly inside. The doors rolled shut again behind them.

Four armed men, with the kind of muscular bulk acquired during lengthy stints in state and federal prison systems, hopped out of the front and rear vehicles and checked the warehouse’s perimeter. After confirmation that the warehouse was secure, one of the men gave a signal to the middle truck’s driver. The driver hopped out and held open the Suburban’s rear door and out stepped Keshari Mitchell, tall, brown, exotic-looking, clad in black leather Chanel, with a long, sleek, braided ponytail and striking, almond-shaped green eyes. She strode with refined confidence over to the center of the warehouse where her business associates awaited her, her bodyguards watching everything around them as if they were protecting the President.

“Ms. Mitchell,” Javier Sandovar said graciously, taking Keshari’s hand, “so good to see you again. Why don’t we get right down to business?”

Mario Jimenez and Oso Suarez, two of the bulky, tattooed men who’d accompanied Javier Sandovar, whipped five, large utility cases onto the table and clicked them open. Inside each of the utility cases were fifteen kilograms of 80 percent pure, Colombian cocaine. With smooth precision, Oso Suarez cut a small slit in one of the large, plastic packages of white powder. With the blade of his knife, he scooped out a small amount of the powder and dropped it into a tiny test tube. He added solution with a dropper to confirm that the product he’d brought was exactly what Keshari had come to buy. The mixture of the solution and white powder turned a bright blue.

“Very nice,” Keshari said, removing a gold, Cartier cigar holder and lighter from her clutch. She clipped the cigar’s end and lit it, exhaling a pungent cloud of the expensive, Cuban cigar smoke into the air. Javier smiled at her and nodded, pleased with her approval.

“Two million?” Keshari asked.

“Two million,” Javier answered.

Keshari nodded to one of the bodyguards, who pulled two large duffle bags from the rear of the middle Suburban and brought them over to the table, unzipping them to display crisp, new hundred-dollar bills bound together in ten thousand-dollar stacks. Oso Suarez carefully went through each of the duffle bags to confirm that all of the money was there. He nodded to Javier.

“Very good, then,” Javier said. “We’ll see each other again in one month. The offshore accounts will be in place. Payment is expected upon confirmation of completion of each delivery.”

“Of course.” Keshari smiled, Javier kissing her on both cheeks.

“By the way, we have been following Mr. Tresvant’s upcoming trial,” Javier said. “Tell him that we send our regards and support. It is all most unfortunate. My family hopes that his current situation will not interfere in any way with our business relationship. Murder charges against powerful, Black men tend to draw federal attention.”

“I assure you, Javier, and I ask that you pass my assurances on to the rest of your family. All bases are covered. We look forward to Richard’s exoneration on all charges and a very prosperous future between our two organizations.”

“Let us hope so.” Javier smiled.

Keshari strode over to her waiting car and slid inside while her bodyguards kept a watchful eye on Keshari’s business associates and the product that their organization had just purchased. Two of them loaded the cases of cocaine into the front and middle SUVs. The warehouse doors rolled open. Keshari’s bodyguards all loaded into the three trucks. A moment later, the caravan of black automobiles disappeared back into the early morning darkness.
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Phinnaeus Bernard III was a prominent corporate attorney in Los Angeles legal circles, but, unbeknown to most, he was becoming as dirty as it gets.

It was nearly 11 p.m. in the underground parking garage at 300 South Grand when security guards, making their final round before the next shift took over, discovered Phinnaeus Bernard’s silver Mercedes sedan, not in his reserved space, but at the bottom level of the high-rise office building’s parking structure with the driver’s side door ajar.

Sirens. Police arrived at the scene to find Phinnaeus Bernard inside his car with his brains and blood splattered all over the car’s interior. He’d been murdered execution-style, a bullet to the head and two bullets to the chest, apparently with a gun that had a silencer since there’d been no reports of gunfire. Phinnaeus’s BlackBerry was beside him on the passenger seat with a partial phone number entered as if he had been in the process of making a call. In the car’s trunk, detectives found a large file case, Phinnaeus’s laptop, and his briefcase. A substantial quantity of cocaine was in the file case and one hundred-thousand dollars cash was inside the briefcase, along with client documents and legal pads of notes related to an upcoming trial.

Phinnaeus Bernard III had been an astute litigator who had established an illustrious career defending and winning cases for multimillion-dollar, corporate clients who, more often than not, had some questionable corporate ethics; and Phinnaeus Bernard had died, leaving behind an extremely messy set of questions and incriminating evidence against himself that was bound to be one of the greatest scandals that his prestigious law firm had ever seen.
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Keshari could remember the events surrounding the very first man that she’d murdered as if they had happened only moments ago. It was the first and last time that she’d ever used cocaine. She’d had to. She wouldn’t have been able to do what she did if she hadn’t.

Ricky had said that the man, her target, was a threat to the organization and that his termination was required and overdue. “This is a test,” Ricky had told her, “and if you want all the way into this, you MUST pass this test.”

That night, Keshari saw death with her own eyes…for the second time in her life. The blood splattered and she’d been so close that it went all over her. She could smell the thick, metallic smell of gunfire after pulling the trigger, and the smell still lingered so potent in her nostrils and memory despite all the years that had passed. She snapped her mind out of it. She hated when the hit that she’d personally carried out, the first of three murders that she’d committed with her own hands, popped into her mind out of nowhere and dominated her thoughts.

Keshari parked her Range Rover in the public parking structure at Vignes Street, crossed over to Men’s Central Jail, and went inside. She stored her purse in one of the lockers in the lobby. She was subjected to metal detectors by sheriff’s officers. She was required to show identification and sign in. Then she was escorted to the visitation room to await the inmate she’d come to see.

She looked around her at the fluorescent-lighted, windowless surroundings with its metal tables bolted to the floor. Televisions were bolted high up on the wall on either end of the large room. Although she’d never seen any of the cell blocks, Keshari could imagine the suffocating frustration of the inmates locked away in this place. She had no criminal record, not even a misdemeanor offense, and she had Richard Tresvant, largely, to thank for that, but, in her line of work, she knew that she had been pressing the full extent of her luck for a long time and, eventually, that luck would run out.

Richard “Ricky” Tresvant was escorted into the visitation room from the segregated housing unit. Ricky was thirty-eight years old, six feet three inches tall, with long, lean, muscular legs and enviable six-pack abs rippling underneath his orange, inmate-issue uniform. His intense, brown eyes sparkled with extreme intelligence, charisma and danger, even after weeks of confinement in a jail cell. He was equal parts “sex symbol” and “menace to society” and it was this mesmerizing combination of attributes that had attracted Keshari to him when she was only fifteen years old. A whole host of factors kept her locked under his Svengali-like spell fifteen years later.

Ricky was preparing to go to trial for a high-profile murder that he was adamant he did not commit. His “dream team” of attorneys was working around the clock and calling in favors everywhere to ensure that he was exonerated once the trial commenced.

Keshari rose from the table at the rear of the room as Richard approached. She smiled and kissed his lips before the two of them sat down. The sheriff’s officer who’d escorted Ricky to the visitation room joined the other officers at the room’s control station. Keshari and Ricky were left in virtual privacy. Keshari smiled at him reassuringly. As powerful as he was and as effortless as it usually was for him to separate himself from his emotions, the fact that there was a large possibility that he would spend the rest of his life behind bars must have been starting to weigh on him mentally.

“How are you?” Keshari asked.

“How do you think I’m doing, Keshari? I’m about to go crazy in this shithole. Every day that I wake up here is like a fuckin’ nightmare that keeps rewinding. When I find out who set me up…”

Ricky’s eyes darkened. Keshari reached across the table and stroked his face, unable to squeeze his hands because they were cuffed behind him.

[image: image]

Richard Tresvant had painstakingly schooled Keshari to become the woman she now was. From the tenets of fashion, fine jewelry, cars, real estate, food and wine, art, architecture, right down to how to fire a gun, Ricky Tresvant could confidently claim responsibility. No matter how the world perceived him and the dangerous path he’d chosen in life, Ricky was clearly a genius. While he hadn’t spent a day in school beyond high school, he was constantly reading, “constantly expanding his intellectual repertoire,” he said, and getting very rich through high-stakes criminal activity that he rolled into completely legal enterprises.

Ricky had put Keshari through college at UCLA, where she studied economics and accounting and graduated summa cum laude. Then Ricky pushed Keshari to continue her studies and acquire her MBA from the Wharton School of Business in Phila-delphia. All the while, she was flying back and forth to Los Angeles, earning her stripes in Ricky’s operations, The Consortium.

“My organization will come to the table educated enough to make dirty money clean,” Ricky had told her. “We’ll show the world that crime really does pay. We’ll know and be able to play corporate America’s game better than they do and we’ll build a billion-dollar empire without getting locked up in the process.”

Richard Tresvant had seen something very special in Keshari Mitchell many years before, before she was even a woman, before she was capable of seeing anything special within herself; and he’d capitalized on and exploited all of her extraordinary qualities in more ways than one. Theirs was a very complex relationship. Love, business, control, and fear were intricately intertwined.
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“Bloomberg will be here in an hour. The assistant district attorney and the polygraphist appointed by the D.A.’s office are also coming. The D.A. wasn’t satisfied with the results of the lie detector test from the polygraphist I hired. For whatever reason, even though I hired a very highly qualified polygraphist with indisputable credentials, this asshole believes that the results were rigged…that I may have paid or coerced my polygraphist into rigging the results. I should sue this minimum wage-earning motherfucker for slander.”

“How much longer is it now before the start of the trial?” Keshari asked.

“Three more weeks. The D.A. has been pushing to move forward with the trial immediately. He’s feeling confident of a win, but Bloomberg secured a continuance for further development of my defense case. The legal team is viewing the situation from a lot of different angles. They’re telling me that there is a chance I may have to take a plea bargain. I am NOT going to jail for something that I didn’t do!”

He broke off again. Fury over his predicament had him close to the edge of completely losing control.

It was just too difficult for Keshari to understand how Ricky could continue to vehemently deny his guilt when his fingerprints were at the crime scene as well as on the murder weapon. True enough, the results of the first polygraph test he’d taken had gone solidly in his favor, but Ricky was a master of manipulation. What if he’d tricked the polygraph test?

Ricky calmed down and promptly changed the subject.

“How’d everything go the other night?” he asked, referring to the transaction in which Keshari had purchased seventy-five keys of cocaine from their new, Mexican supplier.

“For the most part, everything went smoothly,” Keshari answered.

“What do you mean ‘for the most part’?”

“The Mexicans are very apprehensive about your current charges and the trial.”

“I hope you assured them that they have nothing to worry about.”

“I did,” Keshari responded, “but I’m left to wonder if you’re not being too cavalier about this situation. Despite your very powerful and well-placed allies, this is not your run-of-the-mill murder charge. This case is receiving a tremendous amount of media coverage. The Mexicans could issue hits on all of us to ensure that their interests are protected.”

“Do you think that I would sit here and allow years of work and millions of dollars of my money to be jeopardized without taking preemptive measures to safeguard against situations like this? You know me much better than that, Keshari. You’re overreacting.”

“You’re under-reacting. Federal authorities could indict all of us any day now while this spotlight is all over you, or all of us could be murdered without a moment’s notice; and I think that this murder charge has you too overwhelmed to see that that’s a greater probability for us now than it has ever been.”

“That is the nature of this business, Keshari. Now…I need liquidation of this product that’s scheduled to arrive within one month after its delivery,” Ricky said, dismissing Keshari’s concerns. “Winning this trial is not going to come cheaply. Oh, by the way, I’ve been doing some reading on waterfront condominium developments down in Florida. Miami Beach. Get with Strauss and do some shopping. I want to fly down and get my feet wet as soon as this trial is over. I’ll pick up a few units, get the contractor and my interior design people in to upgrade the amenities, and then I’ll flip ’em for twice the purchase price. I may even eventually join the roster as a developer myself.”

Keshari stared at Ricky incredulously as if he had lost his arrogant mind. He vacillated from barely controlled fury over what he claimed was a trumped-up murder charge to cool over-confidence about its outcome. She couldn’t keep doing this.

“R, there’s something that I’ve been needing to talk to you about and I can’t continue to put it off. It’s the main reason I came today.”

“What?” Ricky asked, noticing that Keshari was growing increasingly tense.

She stared down at the huge, Tahitian black pearl on her right hand with its spray of flawless, pave diamonds that cascaded over the pearl and around the band. It had been a gift from Ricky. She hesitated before continuing.

“R, I’ve been doing some thinking…a whole lot of thinking…and…I…I don’t want to do this anymore.”

“You don’t want to do what?” Ricky questioned.

“THIS…The Consortium…I don’t want to do it anymore.”

Ricky tilted his head to one side as if looking at Keshari from a different angle might make her look like she had not taken complete leave of her good sense.

“Are you out of your fucking mind?!” he snapped venomously, loud enough to draw the sheriff’s officers’ attention. The officers looked ready to head in their direction to assess the situation.

Ricky lowered his voice to an angry whisper.

“You mean to tell me that, with all the shit that I have raining down on me right now, you are going to come in here with some shit like this?! I’m in here facing a first-degree murder charge. This is not some corporation where you can just submit your resignation when you no longer like the company’s politics. You are in this for the duration.”

Keshari was silent. Ricky glared at her furiously, like he might attempt to physically attack her. Then he just as quickly calmed himself. His mind ticked away in calculation.

“You remember when you put me on? My mother had just passed. I didn’t give a damn about anyone or anything…not even myself. You were there for me. I didn’t have anybody except for you and Misha. You understood me. You taught me everything I know. Everything you did seemed so exciting to me back then and I wanted to be a part of it. My life and my mind are in a different place now and I have got to get out of this business.”

“Let me tell you something,” Ricky said. “With the exception of your mother’s passing, I don’t give a fuck about any of that shit you’re talking about now. I groomed you to take the position you now hold in this organization. You are the most powerful woman in the United States. I made you that and this is the repayment I get?! When loyalty and commitment are lost at the top of this organization or any other, it trickles all the way down. I love you and you better always know that, but I will off you and anybody else who seriously jeopardizes my business.”

“So, you’re threatening me now?” Keshari asked.

“You know me far better than that, Keshari,” Ricky responded. “I don’t issue threats.”

“You know what?” Keshari said. “This was patently bad timing to bring up this subject…just like you said. After the trial, when all of this has calmed down, we can sit and discuss it again and come to an amicable compromise.”

“There will NEVER be a right time to broach this subject again, Keshari. This is a blood in-blood out commitment that you made. Now, I don’t know what happened between your meeting with Machaca the other night and you coming here today, but what I do know is that I’ve got eighty million dollars worth of work arriving in three weeks and you had BETTER get your head back in this business well before that time.”

Ricky shook his head in disbelief.

“You are second in command in this organization. Surely, you have not gone and forgotten just how very deeply that ties you into this game. Your first obligation will ALWAYS be to me and to the business affairs of The Consortium. Do you understand me?”

Keshari didn’t answer him. She glared at him angrily, wanting to just get up, walk out, and take her chances with whatever happened after that.

“I go to trial in three weeks and, at the same time, we are scheduled for delivery,” Ricky said. “This is not the time for you to decide to grow some kind of a moral compass, get all self-righteous and careless, and make a foolish mistake where my money is concerned.”

Ricky got up from the table.

“You’d better handle my shit, Key! Then take yourself over to Raffinity or Cartier, pick yourself out something nice, charge it to my account, and forget this little discussion that you initiated today…for your own good. The only way that you’ll terminate your obligations to The Consortium is in a body bag.”

Ricky signaled the sheriff’s officer and was escorted out to a holding room to await the arrival of his attorney and the D.A.
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Keshari arrived at her Century City offices following her visit with Ricky and told her assistant to hold all of her calls. She definitely needed some time to regroup after what she’d just done.

Shutting herself away in her huge, plush inner sanctum, Keshari sat at her desk and stared pensively out her thirtieth-story window at the expanse of Century City and the surrounding West Los Angeles area. She shook her head and laughed to herself at the irony of it all. Richard Tresvant had killed people and had ordered people killed without losing a night’s sleep…and would probably attempt to kill her, whether she liked facing that reality or not, but if she had it to do all over again, she would have told Ricky the very same thing that she’d just told him that day. She wanted OUT…out of The Consortium, out of the life, out of the game.
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The SOURCE magazine did a cover story on Keshari Mitchell at the beginning of her career, titled “The Greatest of All Time?” In a black, pinstriped Armani suit and red Everlast boxing gloves, the new kid on the block in the music industry was stunning.

Five years later, Keshari Mitchell was thirty years old and Larger Than Lyfe Entertainment, which she founded, was a $300 million entertainment company…no longer merely a record label…specializing in hip-hop and boasting representation of a steadily building list of certified platinum artists. Young, beautiful, gifted and Black, Keshari had appeared on the scene out of nowhere and, in a very short time, had become an indomitable force. Her goal from the very beginning was to take the art form of hip-hop that she loved so much and turn it into a mega financial enterprise that was owned and controlled by the very same people who wrote, produced, performed, originated, and developed it—Black folks; and she built from the ground up the first major record label in history solely owned and controlled by an African-American WOMAN.

Most record labels are owned by stockholders and controlled by a board of directors. Keshari Mitchell was the “stockholder” and “board of directors” for Larger Than Lyfe Entertainment. Not since Berry Gordy and Motown had anyone done what Keshari Mitchell did. When Larger Than Lyfe Entertainment’s debut artist’s CD hit record stores, the entire music industry could only stand back and watch in collective daze and amazement as Keshari Mitchell and her very appropriately named record label made their meteoric rise to the top. Within weeks, her debut artist’s CD, Rasheed the Refugee’s Land of the Lost, was certified platinum. Weeks later, the label’s second hip-hop artist, T.E.N., dropped his album and immediately went platinum. The woman had the Midas touch.

Keshari was a perfectionist and a workaholic who went from twelve-to fourteen-to eighteen-hour days in her never-ending quest to be the best in the business. Contract negotiations, album release deadlines, artist promotion, concert tour schedules, and meetings with a host of attorneys and accountants to discuss, allocate, and grow more legal money than she’d ever anticipated dealing with over an entire lifetime were only the beginning of her rigorous day-to-day activities. Publishing rights, ownership issues, artist management, music production, public relations, flights back and forth to cities all over the country for business meetings as many as ten times in a single month, all while sheltering her intensely private personal life from the vulture-like scrutiny of the media were whole other feats onto themselves. But Keshari was not averse to the challenge of such immense responsibility. Larger Than Lyfe had been a huge dream for her for as long as she could remember and she couldn’t think of a better feeling than going to work every day and seeing the tangible results of her dream. She was what success stories were all about. She was a little girl from South Central Los Angeles who’d become the New Millennium version of the “American Dream.”

For a moment, Keshari’s contemplative, green eyes took in and savored the magnificent, 180-degree view that her office’s ceiling-to-floor windows afforded her. The mazes of glass and concrete buildings surrounding her and the Downtown Los Angeles skyline in the distance were marvels that never ceased to amaze her. Millions and millions of dollars exchanged hands daily, hourly, in all of these tall buildings and she was a part of it all. The next moment, Keshari’s gaze grew grave. For the past few weeks, she had been closely examining EVERYTHING about her life and wanting to extricate herself from the worst parts of it. When her mind drifted in this way, her thoughts always turned to her mother and she was consumed by the intense mix of emotions she always felt when she thought of her—love, hate, and wondering what her life might be like if her mother was still alive.

She knew that her mother would be immensely proud of her for her tremendous success with her record label. She also knew that it would break her mother’s heart to know of her daughter’s involvement in the very criminal enterprises that destroyed so many lives and so many communities. She must be spinning in her grave right now, Keshari thought, at some of the things that Keshari had done and had played a part in as a member of The Consortium.

Keshari’s whole life was about to change. Something at the very core of her told her that. She was the only woman who Richard Tresvant had probably ever trusted and, with her visit to him that day and the revelation that she’d made, she had betrayed him. Despite his current troubles, Ricky was not going to just dismiss that and there was no way for Keshari to know what nor when the repercussions would be.

Most gangsters who decided to walk away from the game wound up dead. They were risk factors…very large and very expensive risk factors. Keshari knew this and she was going to have to rely on the entire history of her relationship with Ricky to walk away from the game herself in one piece.

The mechanical buzz of her intercom broke the silence, interrupting her thoughts. Keshari spun around to face the small console on the corner of her glass and chrome desk.

“Andre is here,” Terrence Henderson, her executive assistant, announced.

“Thanks, T,” Keshari answered. “Send him in.”

The intercom clicked off and she was left again in silence. She checked her makeup in the Tiffany compact lying on her desk, touched up her already flawless lips, and then ran a hand through her tousled, shoulder-length curls. She took a deep breath and put her mind fully into the mode of record label executive in preparation for her meeting.
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“We’ll hold auditions in ten major U.S. cities. Selection of the cities is based upon nationwide record sales from our quarterly reports from SoundScan. Here’s the current quarterly report. The audition cities will be as follows: Los Angeles, New York, Atlanta, Miami, Chicago, Memphis, Detroit, Houston, Philadelphia, and Washington, D.C. I’ve already compiled a potential list of audition venues for each of the ten cities. My team will move to lock down the venues as soon as we receive the green light on this project.

“We’ll conduct auditions in the first city for two days, break, and then hit the next city, selecting ten semi-finalists in each city, hyping the project with a huge media blitz as we go, our camera crew covering the highlights of the auditions. Then we’ll return to L.A. for a mega-event, televised, grand finale competition of all of our semi-finalists.

“TV viewers nationwide will have the opportunity to participate by voting for their favorite performers to determine the ten finalists. An all-star panel of judges will critique and, ultimately, select the grand prize winner. One grand prize winner will receive a one million-dollar recording contract with Larger Than Lyfe Entertainment. Plus, we’ll have the option to sign any or all of the remaining finalists. This will be the new artist recruitment campaign of the millennium!”

[image: image]

Andre DeJesus was director of promotions at Larger Than Lyfe Entertainment. As director of promotions, Andre was responsible for the creation, management and structuring of budgets for such LTL projects as concert tours, national and local promotional contests, new artist publicity campaigns, and many other special projects designed to bring consumer, industry, and media attention to LTL artists and the LTL label. Everything from billboards to listening parties typically had the involvement of Andre and his team, often in conjunction with LTL’s public relations executives, legal counsel and the A & R department. Andre had requested a one-on-one meeting with Keshari that day to present her with the details for his latest brainstorm, a nationwide talent search.

“Key, this talent search project is going to launch LTL to a whole new height in the stratosphere. No other record label in the history of the music business has ever done anything like this. You’ve said since LTL’s inception that you wanted to eventually delve into the R & B and jazz genres. This talent search could be the launch pad for you to do exactly that.”

“Yeah, I think you might be onto something,” Keshari mused.

She drummed her fingers on the table while she turned the idea over in her mind a few times. She smiled and Andre knew that he almost had her.

“I’m fully prepared to pitch the project to Stanley Schuller over at MTV. The goal, taking our timeline into consideration, is to secure us a spot for broadcast next fall. MTV will easily hit our targeted demographic.”

“If I do this, I want to do it with Cassandra Harrington. She has a new network, VIBE Network.”

“You know the risks involved in doing a project of this caliber with a substantially smaller, relatively unknown network. Even with corporate sponsorship, this is out of her league.”

“We’re talking about Cassandra Harrington here, Andre. She’s the most powerful African-American in radio…and she’s diversified into television. This would be a phenomenal opportunity for collaboration between two of the most powerful, Black businesswomen in the country. You and I both are abundantly aware of the history of a very precarious friendship between MTV and hip-hop, particularly TRUE  hip-hop. From its earliest phase up to this very day, MTV has shown consistent reluctance to broadcast our music and, if I proceed with a project of this magnitude, I intend to send a message. We’re going to keep this one BLACK and I want to do it with Cassandra Harrington. Now, let’s get back to the budget for this thing. How much are you talking?”

“Page fifteen,” Andre said, directing Keshari to the professionally prepared binders that he’d arranged to have assembled for their meeting.

Keshari put on her reading glasses and scanned the lengthy list of meticulously organized itemizations until she reached the bottom line on the fifteenth page.

“Twenty million dollars, Andre? Fuck, most movie budgets are not this large.”

Andre chuckled. “Remember, this is a year-long promotional and recruitment project. That kind of undertaking does not come with a small price tag.”

“Yeah, and since this record label’s doors opened, we’ve never put this much money into a single project. I’m not going to hop in with both feet without looking at things from every angle.”

“Of course, this project can be done cheaper, Keshari. You know that and I know it. There are numerous areas where we could cut corners and narrow the budget…possibly by as much as five million, but it would not be a true reflection of Larger Than Lyfe Entertainment’s image. As far as the public and the music industry are concerned, we are the top of the food chain and we’ve got a reputation to uphold. Now, if it’s any consolation to you, I submitted the budget for this project to accounting for a prelim review. The findings of that review are on page thirty. Accounting appears to believe that I did a very satisfactory job. I didn’t leave a stone unturned. From airfares to advertising to venue rentals, all of it has been calculated into the budget. I put months of work and rework into this before ever bringing it to you.”

Keshari flipped through the binder and skimmed accounting’s notations.

“I’m gonna review all of this for a couple of days. Are you prepared to go to press release?”

“You bet,” Andre answered.

“You haven’t told anyone else about this project, have you?”

“Come on. You know me better than that. Of course not. I’m as concerned about the risk of a leak on a project this major as you are.”

She reached over to the console and buzzed her assistant.

“T, what’s my schedule look like this Saturday?”

“The first half of your day is clear,” Terrence said. “Anything else?”

“No, thanks.”

She tapped the console off again.

“I want you to come up to the house on Saturday. Nine o’clock. I’ll have made a firm decision by then. In the meantime, I want you to fine-tune the details of the proposal to get ready to pitch to Alton Harrington over at VIBE Network. He’s Cassandra Harrington’s son and the chairman of the network.”

“Sounds like you’ve already made a firm decision,” Andre said, smiling confidently.

“I really like your idea. I know where we can take it…particularly with this enormous budget…and I know what it will mean overall to this record label. But I need to be sure of what I’m getting into, so don’t go popping that bottle of champagne just yet.” Keshari smiled back at him.

She looked down at her watch. The two had been in discussion for almost two hours.

“Shit! I’ve got to get out of here. Is there anything else that we need to cover?”

“We can certainly cover anything that I missed on Saturday. I’ll see you at Rasheed’s party tonight,” Andre said.

Keshari tapped the console on her desk and rang the garage. “Mario, bring my car around. I’m on my way down.”
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Misha Tierney keyed in the access code at the entrance to Keshari’s home. The gate sealing off the mansion’s entrance slid open, Misha waved to the two guards at the security office, then her silver BMW convertible cruised up the winding drive to the front of Keshari’s $9 million, Mediterranean-style home. The house sat high atop the cliffs of Palos Verdes, obscured from the view of passersby in front and wide open in back to a spectacular view of the Pacific Ocean and boats sailing to Catalina Island in the distance.

Misha grabbed a garment bag and makeup case from her trunk and went into the house. Keshari sat on the floor in the large, glass-domed solarium, engaged in discussion with her record label’s accounting department over the speakerphone. A slew of papers were scattered around her and her open briefcase. She waved to Misha as Misha bounded up the staircase at the end of the foyer. “Marcus Garvey” and “Hannibal,” Keshari’s two purebred Rottweilers, were at her heels.

[image: image]

Keshari and Misha Tierney had been the very best of friends for more than fifteen years. They’d grown up together, living in houses right next door to each other in the Leimert Park section of Los Angeles. Keshari was an only child and Misha became the sister she’d always wanted. The two girls were inseparable from the day they’d met when they were just starting seventh grade at Audubon Middle School.

Keshari was new to the neighborhood and Misha introduced her to all of her friends. Misha was the social butterfly of the two and Keshari quickly earned the reputation as “the brain.” Misha was always something of a bossy know-it-all. Keshari was very strong-minded and obstinate when she’d made up her mind and wasn’t having any of it. The two girls fought and sometimes wouldn’t speak to each other for days, but they always made up. They were fiercely protective and supportive of one another as only sisters could be.

Keshari became a permanent fixture in Misha’s household and, as she grew up, Misha’s older brother, Ricky, began to take notice of his baby sister’s friend. Some people have a certain aura about them, a charisma, something extremely special that even complete strangers seem to recognize and Keshari had that in a big way. Add her unexpected, green eyes in her flawless, brown skin and the fact that she seemed completely incognizant of what a stunningly beautiful, young woman she was growing into and Keshari was a force to be reckoned with even then.
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