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Chapter 1

Woe unto him that saith unto his father, What begettest thou? or to the woman, What hast thou brought forth?

—Isaiah 45:10

 


 


 


“You are not the father!” The words reverberated through the mid-November 2009 Alabama air like the sound of a thin sheet of tin after being struck by a heavy metal object.

Twenty-seven-year-old Paris Elizabeth Simmons-Holyfield couldn’t hold back her feelings and immediately jumped to her feet. “Yes! Yes! I knew it! I knew it!” she said as she danced her five foot eleven inch self around in a small circle. “Now what are you going to do? Huh? Huh? Oh, yeah, you’re looking real stupid now, aren’t you? Oh, no. Don’t you dare fall on the floor crying now. You knew good and well he wasn’t the father of your baby! What is this, the fourth guy you’ve said you were ‘one thousand percent sure’ was the father? And now you’re looking crazy, wanting somebody to feel sorry for you? Well, you’re getting exactly what you deserve! Exact—”

“What on God’s green earth is your problem?” fifty-year-old Lawrence Rudolph Simmons said, his deep voice booming as he looked on with a clear scowl of disapproval on his face.

Paris had spun around as soon as she’d heard the first word come out of his mouth. The six foot one inch tall, one-hundred-eighty-pound man always had that effect on her.

Thirty-three-year-old Andrew Holyfield shook his head as he smiled, showing off deep dimples that, since he was a little boy, had garnered attention. “That’s your daughter for you.”

“Hi, Daddy.” Paris grinned as she scurried over to her father and softly planted a kiss on his cheek. “What wind brought you here this time of the day?” She then pivoted to her husband and gave him a peck on his lips. “Hi, honey. I didn’t even hear you two come in.”

“Of course, you didn’t,” Andrew said. “You were too deep and hooked on your favorite little show.”

“It’s not my favorite show.” Paris walked over to the black Italian leather sofa, picked up the remote control, and clicked the television off. “I only watch that show for educational purposes.” She tossed the remote control back onto the sofa.

Andrew chuckled. “Yeah, educational purposes, all right. ‘You are the father.’ ‘You are not the father.’ ‘The lie detector says you were not telling the truth.’ ‘The lie detector says . . . she was telling the truth.’ ” Andrew shook his head. “Educational purposes indeed.”

“Well, some of these women are a trip and a half. Airing their personal business like that, and all of it on TV to boot. Bringing some man on the show, claiming he’s the father of their baby when they know who they slept with and when. Although I will admit that some of these women have slept with quite a number of men in the same month, a few of them on the same day.” Paris shook her head. “It’s crazy. Then there are the guys who know they were with them, talking about that child can’t possibly be his because the baby doesn’t look anything like him. Like children have to look exactly like the father to be fathered by them. Calling the poor innocent child ugly, only to learn that the child really is his.” Paris chuckled.

“And you can make fun of me all you want,” she said. “But I like to study people. I can pick out the ones that are the fathers and the ones that are lying about it, just like that.” She snapped her fingers. “You know I also took a semester of psychology in college. I love trying to figure out what people are really thinking and doing, and their reason behind it.”

“If I recall correctly,” Lawrence said, tilting his head slightly, “didn’t you fail that course and ended up dropping it altogether instead of retaking it?”

Paris tilted her head in the opposite direction from his as she smirked. “Daddy, I told you what an awful professor Ms. Booth was. That woman just didn’t like me.” Paris widened her light brown eyes as she spoke. “If you want the real truth: Ms. Booth didn’t care much for you, so she ended up taking her dislike for you out on me.”

Lawrence shook his head. “Always an excuse. When it comes to you and trouble, it’s always someone else’s fault. It’s never anything that you may have done.”

“Well, that was not an excuse. She also didn’t care for me because I was the third runner-up beauty queen at the college pageant and she was merely this homely old maid of fifty who was likely never going to find a man who’d ever want her.”

Andrew laughed. “Both of you are something, if you ask me. You’re like two peas in a pod. You two are so much alike that you never seem to get along or openly agree.” Three inches taller than his wife, he rubbed his perfectly trimmed goatee as he grinned lovingly at her.

“Well, you didn’t answer my question,” Paris said to her father, ignoring her husband’s comment. She began to run her fingers through her freshly permed, mid-length, wavy-styled, dark brown, medium-auburn-highlighted hair, tossing it a few times as she did. Catching her father’s disapproving stare, she quickly stopped.

Her father had made it abundantly clear, countless times in fact, just how much he hated when women did things like that. He’d said they were more than aware of what they were doing (most of them merely being flirtatious instead of nervous as Paris often used as her defense to him), and that it was unladylike and unbecoming of a decent Christian woman.

Lawrence nodded, as though he was thanking her for saving him the trouble of having to correct her yet again. “My son-in-law and I came here to discuss a few of my legal woes. You know there are people who don’t want to see me reelected to the Alabama State House of Representatives, so they’re coming up with anything they can find to try and take me down this time around. That’s what good opponents do.”

Paris strolled back over to her husband and threaded her arm through his. “Well, you can’t find a better lawyer than my dear husband here, that’s for sure.”

“Well, your dear husband doesn’t seem interested in handling my most recent possible problem. So maybe you can help me convince him.” Lawrence trained his eyes hard on Andrew.

“I told you, Pops,” Andrew said. “There’s not much I can help you with. Our firm would be facing a huge conflict of interest if I were to take you on. The other man involved—”

“Is a liar and a cheat, among other things I’ll not say in the company of a lady.” Lawrence eased down onto the sofa.

“He’s talking about Rev. Walker,” Andrew said to Paris. “That’s the other guy someone in our firm is already representing on the opposite side.”

“Marshall Walker, the pastor of that church so many flock to, or at least they used to flock to before that other preacher, George Landris, arrived in town. The authorities are trying to say that me and William Threadgill are involved in some kind of bribery scheme or something with Walker.” Lawrence waved the thought away. “They picked him up and charged him last Friday or Saturday. This is just something the Democrats are trying to cook up, trying to tie me in to his misdoings to derail me and my candidacy. They’re just upset, and likely desperate right about now.”

“Can you blame them for being upset?” Paris said. “Everybody I know who’s heard you switched parties is boiling mad. I’ve never voted for a Republican before in my life. But now that you’ve switched, in midstream I might add, I’ll either have to vote Republican this time around, vote against you, or not vote at all.”

“I’m still the same person I was before I decided to switch parties,” Lawrence said, looking up at his daughter. “But you, of all people, know the district I represent has become much whiter now and, despite our racial advancements—perceived or otherwise—this is still Alabama, the heart of Dixie. A lot of folks that moved out of the area years ago are moving back, in droves now—”

“And they’re driving the prices up so high that the black folks can’t afford to stay or move in,” Andrew said with a few nods.

“Please don’t get Andrew started,” Paris said, grinning slightly. “You know at heart my husband is the poor man’s lawyer. He loves to fight for the downtrodden and the broken who, most times, are so broke they can’t even afford to pay his fee. So he gives of himself, pro bono if he has to, to represent them. Too many of them, if you ask me, which is the exact reason we’re not more well-off than we are.”

“We’re doing just fine. I make enough to take care of my family,” Andrew said. “I just see how unfair the system can be. Lady Justice may be blind, but her hearing lately has been overcompensating for her loss of sight. Enough so, when certain defendants speak and sound black or have a hint of a foreign accent or are just plain poor, she somehow knows who they are without having to see their faces.”

Andrew uncoupled Paris’s arm from his and took a step away from her. “Do you know how many innocent folks are behind bars because they couldn’t afford a high-powered or, heck, merely a decent lawyer who could have gotten them at least a fairer trial? While some rich person gets off by saying they didn’t steal the thing . . . that they were merely ‘borrowing it’ or forgot to give it back to the salesperson after trying it on. You find one who goes to rehab for the drugs he was caught using, while another goes to jail, getting ten years for the same or for having a small amount of another type in his possession.”

“Well, I’m not concerned about anybody except me right now.” Lawrence scooted back against the sofa. “And having this new legal thing possibly hanging over my head is no joke, either. The Tea Party movement appears to be picking up some steam, especially in some areas and especially now that we have a president of color. I figured by switching from the Democratic Party to the Republican Party and co-opting some of the Tea Party’s rhetoric about being taxed enough already and the need for smaller government, I can more easily get reelected.”

“Selling out,” Andrew said as he sat down in the wingback chair across from Lawrence.

“No. It’s called doing what you need to do to survive,” Lawrence said. “That’s the problem with folks: They don’t know how to adapt, how to be nimble and change when the situation calls for it. People get set in concrete and don’t know how to move. Sure, I could stand on past principles and talking points that have worked beautifully for me in the past, but that may not get me reelected this cycle. And if I don’t get reelected, then I won’t be able to help anybody.”

“So you’re saying you’re just faking it,” Andrew said.

Paris sat on the arm of the chair where Andrew sat. “I think Daddy is just saying that if he doesn’t change his tactics, he won’t be in a position to help anyone at all. Daddy’s been in politics for ten years—”

“Eleven,” Lawrence corrected her.

“Okay, eleven years.” Paris nodded. “He knows the system, knows how to get at least some things done.”

“So you really think black folks are going to vote for you as a Republican?” Andrew’s look was serious and stern. “You honestly think that?”

“Yeah.” Lawrence crossed his legs and leaned back with a grin. “Many of them feel they know me and my record regardless of whether there’s a D or an R behind my name. Some will vote for me just because my name is familiar to them—that’s the power of name recognition. Folks will vote for a name they’ve heard of when their choice is between that name and an unknown one. Then there are those who will vote for me just because I’m black and they’d rather see a black man win regardless of which team he’s on. And last, there are the Republicans who loyally vote strictly for the Rs and, most likely, won’t have a clue what color I am. And it won’t hurt when I play up my beliefs on social issues, emphasizing how much I’m pro-life, absolutely against abortion, and that I’m willing to fight for the principles they care most about.”

Paris began to rub the wavy hair on top of Andrew’s head. She couldn’t help but think about their children and how beautiful they were going to be when they had them. How could they turn out to be anything but beautiful if they inherited their father’s good hair and looks combined with hers? That’s if she could just manage to get pregnant and have children.

“Would dinner happen to be ready yet?” Lawrence asked Paris.

“No.”

“Then why don’t you go cook us something,” Lawrence said. “And make enough for William Threadgill. He should be arriving any minute now. We three have business to discuss, and since I missed eating lunch today, I’m really hungry.”

“You mean cook as in use the stove?”

Andrew, who had snickered a little when Lawrence asked if dinner was ready, was full-out laughing now, although he was trying his best to hold it down as much as possible.

“What’s so funny?” Paris said to Andrew—her hand off his head now.

“Your daddy started it,” Andrew said, trying to smother his laughs that were still managing to escape as giggles. “I’m sorry; I couldn’t help myself.”

“What?” Lawrence asked, looking from one to the other. “What’s the problem?”

Andrew shook his head as he tried to keep his laughter from starting up again.

“He’s laughing because I rarely ever cook. We generally go out for dinner or we call in for something to be picked up or delivered,” Paris said. “I wasn’t planning on cooking anything today.”

“So exactly what do you do at home all day?” Lawrence asked.

Paris stood up. “I have my own things to do. I have various interests that require my attention, just like you two.”

“She watches television pretty much all day,” Andrew said, then grinned.

“I do not.” Paris gave him a disapproving look to emphasize her words. “You’re not here so you don’t know what I do all day. And I assure you, I do a lot more than watch television.”

“Yeah, that’s right. She divides her time between the computer and her precious little CrackBerry, oh I’m sorry; I meant to say BlackBerry. No, no, wrong again. She has an iPhone now, her new play-toy. And what’s that hot new thing on the Internet this cycle? Facebook! Yeah, that’s right . . . Facebook. Her big thing used to be MySpace, but it’s been replaced by another lover. And let’s not forget about her have-to-have, much-needed therapy,” Andrew said.

“Therapy?” There was clear alarm in Lawrence’s voice. “What therapy? What’s wrong? Now, Paris, you know if the media gets wind of this—”

“Retail therapy,” Andrew said. “I’m talking about her retail therapy. Isn’t that what you call it?” Andrew looked at Paris, who didn’t respond, before turning back to his father-in-law. “She has to go shopping to take her mind off all the depressing things she sees and hears on television and that comes across on the Internet. You know, all of those ‘devastating, distressing things that are happening all around the world,’ like poverty, all of those poor and starving folks in the world, the daily reported civil unrest around the globe, and let’s not forget those poor animals they show on TV in need of a good home. According to my dear wife, the only way she can feel better about all of these things after witnessing them is to go shopping.”

“I’m sure this can’t be true,” Lawrence said. “I certainly hope it’s not. Paris’s mother and I raised her to be a productive member of society . . . to serve others. Paris, you could be spending time at a church or shelter, helping to feed the hungry, showing just how much our family truly cares about others.”

“Daddy, I’m twenty-seven years old, twenty-eight in another eight months. I’m not a child anymore that you can mold into what you want me to be. I have a husband; we have our own home. I get to decide what’s best and right for me.”

“In other words: I can’t tell you what to do anymore?” Lawrence said with a slight frown.

“Now, Daddy, I respect you. You just need to learn to respect me. I’m all grown up now. I’m not your little girl anymore.” Paris bit down on her bottom lip.

“Oh, now, you’ll always be my little girl.” Lawrence grinned. “And I’ll always be your daddy. And speaking of family and little girls, exactly when do the two of you plan on having children? Your mother is ready to be a grandmother. And being a grandfather would certainly look good on my political brochures. There’s nothing that says to the voters how much you care than letting them know you’re not only a parent but a grandparent. And a child or two would definitely give you more than enough to do to keep you busy around the house, Paris.”

“Daddy, is that all you ever care about? How something might benefit your political aspirations?” Paris asked.

“For now it is. That’s why it’s important for your mother to put on the right face for the public.” Lawrence leaned forward. “That’s why you, your brother, Malachi, and little sister, Courtney, must be on your p’s and q’s at all times, representing our family with the highest level of degree. Proverbs 22:1 tells us that ‘a good name is rather to be chosen than great riches.’ Our name is a brand now. And we have to protect it. So I don’t need any of you doing anything that could embarrass or derail me, and especially not during this campaign cycle. I plan on winning my upcoming reelection. And I don’t need any problems popping up. That’s why I made sure I got that large ballroom last week for that campaign rally I had.”

“We know, Daddy. Stay on our p’s and q’s. You’ve drilled that point home to each of us enough. Oh, yeah, and I heard all about that underhanded ballroom acquisition,” Paris said. “That was so wrong of you on so many levels.”

“Says who?” Lawrence pulled his body back as though he was shocked by her words.

“Mom, for one.”

Lawrence waved her words off. “Your mother is such a softie. She’d give away everything if I’d let her.”

“Well, to be fair,” Andrew said, chiming in. “From what I heard, you did manage to somehow finagle that ballroom away from an elderly man’s one hundredth birthday celebration after his family clearly had it reserved months before you ever thought about having anything there. That’s the way I heard it, anyway.”

Lawrence stared hard at Andrew, then released a quick smile. “All’s fair in love and politics. If you can do it and get away with it, and it doesn’t physically hurt anybody, what’s the harm in the end? I happen to know folks who can make things happen. What is it the young ballers say? Don’t hate the player; hate the game.”

Lawrence then looked at Paris. “And your mother talks too much, as do you. Some things aren’t meant to be repeated. With that being said, now get on in the kitchen and fix me and your husband something to eat. As I said, we have some business we need to attend to, and I am starving.”

Paris smiled slightly, the way she did when she was completely under his rule and didn’t care for what he was saying but knew it was best to just go along with him to get along, until the right opportunity presented itself. “Sure, Daddy. Whatever you say.”

She went into the kitchen, opened the drawer where she kept a stack of various restaurant menus, pulled out the menu to the Italian place she used whenever she wanted Italian food, and called in an order.

She hung up the phone and grinned. “Sure, Daddy. Whatever you say.”




Chapter 2

For though I be free from all men, yet have I made
 myself servant unto all, that I might gain the more.

—1 Corinthians 9:19

 


 


 


Paris’s father’s words about her having children had stung more than he knew. Her mother would have known, because the two of them had just talked about it two days ago. But her father was always too busy to care about anything that had to do with his family unless it was something that somehow fit with his political ambitions. She’d been trying to get pregnant for a little over four years now, desperately trying for the past two years, with no results.

Andrew really wanted children. He really wanted them. And he was good with them. He’d become more insistent about it lately, making comments about how they weren’t getting any younger. Early in the year, he’d expressed how he was thirty-three, and before he knew it, he’d be forty.

“I don’t want to be an old man trying to keep up with our children,” he’d said. “I’d like to enjoy them while I’m able, and not in my forties, or worse, fifties when they begin elementary school and close to seventy when they graduate high school.”

When he’d first conveyed his desire for them to start their family, it had come because Paris had been putting off getting pregnant until they’d been married for a year or two. She hadn’t wanted to be like many she’d seen who’d gotten married and found all of their time as a couple lost in the demands of raising children. After two years, she’d discontinued doing anything that would keep her from getting pregnant—fully expecting she’d be like those who immediately got pregnant. Boy was she wrong! And since she hadn’t told Andrew she wasn’t doing anything to keep from getting pregnant, he’d merely thought she just still didn’t want children yet.

So he’d ramped up his rhetoric, kept up his petition for them to get started.

Paris knew she should tell him that she wanted to have a baby just as much as he did, but seeing that there was now possibly a problem (and believing she might be the one with the problem), she didn’t let on. She decided she would just let it be a surprise when she did finally conceive. It had been only in the past two years that she’d told Andrew she wanted to start a family, and only this year had she suggested they both see the doctor to find out why they hadn’t made a baby yet.

Andrew went to the doctor, and just as Paris had suspected, there didn’t seem to be any reason coming from him as to why she hadn’t gotten pregnant. Andrew was so great about it. He played it down when he saw how devastated hearing this affected her. He told her things like, “Don’t be so hard on yourself. We just started really trying about a year ago.” And, “You know half of the fun of getting there is getting there.” He, of all people, knew how Paris could be and how much she liked to get what she wanted when she wanted it. He also knew she was spoiled.

But since Andrew hadn’t known she’d been trying for four years instead of the one he was aware of, he didn’t know there was a really bad problem and everything pointed in her direction.

The delivery guy showed up forty minutes after she placed her order. He’d come to the back door and knocked as instructed. Normally, Paris would have told Andrew the food was there so he could come in and fix his own plate. But she knew her father didn’t play that at all. Her father believed women should fix a man’s plate. Since she didn’t cook (that often anyway) and her father had turned up his nose about that, she decided it was best to just fix their plates and take it to them to keep her father from even knowing that she’d ordered in.

She went into the den to see if they were ready. William Threadgill, her father’s forty-nine-year-old best friend and chief of staff, was there now.

“Hi, Paris,” William said as soon as she entered and he’d looked up and seen her.

“Hi,” Paris said, looking at him only briefly before directing her attention to her father. “The food is ready.”

“Well, that was fast,” Lawrence said. “I hope it’s real food and not some sandwich or somebody’s helper you threw together.”

Andrew snickered. Paris threw a hard look his way. She knew that he knew she’d merely ordered in. Andrew cut off his snickering, then smiled as he winked at her. She couldn’t help but smile, no matter how much she hadn’t wanted to.

“You can bring it in here,” Lawrence said. “There’s no need in you going to the trouble of setting up the dining room table just for the three of us. We can eat in here while we finish up.”

Paris nodded, then grinned. “No problem.” She was glad he’d said that, since she’d had no intentions of setting up the dining room table. It was enough to have to put the food on a plate, deciding what was too much or not enough for each man. But to have to set plates and utensils as well as dirty up extra bowls just to put it on the table? No way.

She turned to William. “Would you like something to eat as well?”

William smiled. “Why, yes. Thank you, Paris.”

Paris wanted to roll her eyes at William but held back. William was always so polite and respectful to her when he was in her father’s and husband’s presence. Nothing like he could be when it was just the two of them. She even hated how he said her name: Pa-ris. Dirty old man. She went back to the kitchen to fix three plates.

William and her father had been friends since before she was born. He was truly her father’s best friend, his right-hand man, and now his chief of staff in the world of politics. Most folks knew that before they could ever get to her father, they had to get past William. And William was a silvery sly fox. He didn’t care about how he looked to others or what they thought about him. So much so that Paris was convinced that was why he was allowing his hair to go gray while her daddy dyed his, which caused William to look older than her father even though he was a year younger than him.

On the other side, her father claimed he dyed his hair because he had to maintain his image, being that he was a politician and always in the public’s eye and all. He argued that people judged public figures harshly on their looks. They liked their male politicians to be tall, with deep manly voices, and good looks were always a plus. Politicians needed to have firm handshakes and know how to work a crowd, yet still be effective when it came to being one-on-one.

But Paris also knew that Andrew was right when he’d said she and her father were like two peas in a pod. She, of all people, hated to admit that at times, because her father had some nasty (some might even call them downright borderline narcissist) qualities about him. However, she considered that she—like her father—was merely confident in who she was, what she wanted out of life, and that somehow in the end, she would find a way to get it.

She decided it was best to put the three plates on a tray to carry into the den. Doing that would save her a trip. She just had to be careful not to drop the tray with all of its contents or pour the plates onto the floor if she somehow tilted the tray the wrong way. I could definitely not be a waitress or a maid, she thought as she maneuvered her way out of the kitchen into the den with the tray of full plates. She was practically holding her breath as she walked. No way!

“That looks good,” Lawrence said as she methodically made her way over to the coffee table, trying to figure out how to set the tray down around their stuff.

Paris couldn’t believe how little help she was actually getting from the men (including Andrew) as she tried to situate the tray, finding she first had to move some of their things lying on the table out of the way. Managing to do it without any assistance, Paris stood up straight and waited on someone to acknowledge what she’d just accomplished.

“Are you planning on bringing us something to drink?” Lawrence asked Paris. “I’d like some cola if you have any.”

“I’ll get it,” Andrew said, immediately jumping to his feet.

“It’s okay,” Lawrence said. “Paris can get it. She doesn’t mind.” He looked up at Paris. “Do you?”

Paris forced a smile. “Of course not. That’s what I’m here for. Right, Daddy? To serve.”

“No,” Lawrence said in a tone lower and more serious. “It’s not what you’re here for. I just thought you appreciated the fact that we’re all in here working hard on something important and you wouldn’t mind helping out the best way you could.”

Andrew went over to Paris and placed his hand in the small of her back. Paris nodded, then smiled. She received the message from both men. Her father was telling her that she didn’t have a job outside of the house and that she really didn’t do all that much to help out around the house (having someone who came and cleaned for them), so the least she could do was the least she could do. And Andrew was telling her to let this go and not to pay her father much attention. That he loved and appreciated her, and that their guests (mainly her father) would be out of their house soon enough, so just chill out for a little while longer.

Paris went to the kitchen and returned with three glasses of cola. The three men were eating now and didn’t even notice she’d returned with their drinks. Noting this, Paris was careful not to disturb their conversation.

“That woman called again,” William said. “She’s persistent, that’s for sure.”

“Again?” Lawrence asked. “Well, does she have money she wants to donate to my campaign?”

“It doesn’t appear to be the reason that she’s calling,” William said. “Mattie told me that she’s called every single day, a few times twice a day even, for the past week. Mattie is positive that it’s the same woman, and for some reason, she insists on speaking to you and only you. She won’t leave her name or a message. Just asks when you’re expected to be there and that she’ll just call again later. Mattie said she showed up at the office yesterday still refusing to give her name. After about forty minutes of sitting there, she told Mattie that she couldn’t wait any longer and left.”

“Mattie is good at protecting me,” Lawrence said. “She knows how to keep folks away from me.” Lawrence began to chuckle. “She’s almost as good at it as you are. And she’s so convincing. . . so believable sounding.”

“Well, I spoke to that woman today myself on the phone. I’d told Mattie if she called again to transfer her to me, if I was available. I was trying to make her think I was you so I could find out why she was trying to get in touch with you. She didn’t fall for it. The mystery woman maintains it’s imperative that she speaks with you; she claims it’s a matter of life and death. She let me know, in no uncertain terms, she doesn’t plan on divulging why she needs to see you, except to you, and only to your face. I have to give it to her; she’s a bold one, that’s for sure.”

“Well, most folks believe their minute problems are a matter of life and death.” Lawrence shook his head slowly. “But you say she’s called for an entire week? And from what you and Mattie have gathered, she doesn’t sound like she’s interested in contributing financially to my campaign? Because you know now that I need some large donations.”

“When I asked if I could be of assistance, going as far as to tell her that I was the person who had your ear, she wouldn’t tell me a thing. Just that she had to speak with you, she was running out of time, and that it was a matter of life and death and asked if someone could tell her when she could meet with you.” William picked up his drink and took a swallow, then set his glass back down.

“She said she will only say what she has to say to you,” William continued. “Man, I’m going to be honest: It looks like she’s not going to give up what she wants with you to anybody except you. At this point, she even has me curious as to what this is about. You know that I’m generally pretty good at breaking down even the best of them. But this woman is a tough nut to crack; she’s not budging.”

“Yeah, and you also know there are a lot of crazies out there who would love nothing more than to do me harm,” Lawrence said. “We have to stay on guard.”

“I know that. But honestly, she doesn’t sound crazy at all. In fact, she has this really sweet, pleasant voice . . . really silky. But then, the women with the sweet, sexy voices are usually nothing like what they sound on the phone when you finally get to see them in person.” William shuddered, then happened to glance at Paris, who was quietly standing in a corner out of the way.

Paris knew he’d realized they were talking about things he, at least, would prefer she not be privy to. Her father must have picked up on it as well, since he, too, was now looking at her. That conversation officially came to a screeching halt.

“Paris, this is some awesome food here,” Lawrence said, pointing his fork at his plate. “I didn’t know you could cook like this. Your mother needs to get your recipe for this lasagna. It’s fantastic!”

Paris stepped out of the shadowy corner and came over to where they sat. “It’s takeout, Daddy. You know I didn’t cook that. I didn’t have time to cook anything like that.”

“Now how was I supposed to know that?” Lawrence put a forkful of food into his mouth, chewed, swallowed, then began to speak again. “Your mother never orders in and she whips up things like this, this fast and good, all the time.”

Paris smiled. “Of course, Daddy. Of course.”

Paris knew her mother didn’t always cook what they ate when her father thought she was “whipping up” something. In fact, it was her very own mother, Deidra Jean (Long) Simmons, who had taught her to order takeout when she found herself in a pinch. But that was her mother’s secret, and she certainly wasn’t about to clue her father in.

She most certainly was not.




Chapter 3

Now some are puffed up, as though I would not come to you.

—1 Corinthians 4:18

 


 


 


The twenty-seven-year-old woman sporting a black V-neckline pantsuit with wide pant legs and modest-sized gold-looped earrings sat patiently outside of Representative Simmons’s office. Mattie Stevens, Lawrence Simmons’s secretary, refused to go to lunch and leave the woman unattended in the office. The woman disclosed when she arrived that she wasn’t planning on leaving until Representative Simmons returned.

Mattie had informed the woman, who had been polite in her insistence to speak with Representative Simmons no matter how long she had to wait this time, that she wasn’t sure exactly when he’d be back. But Mattie knew he was scheduled to return sometime before lunchtime. William had mentioned they would be back by then because he had a lunch date he couldn’t miss. The two had gone in the same car. Of course, Mattie didn’t tell the woman (whose age she had deduced to be around twenty-seven) that—hoping she would do as she’d done before and not stay longer than forty to fifty minutes.

Lawrence and William had gone to meet with a large donor. Mattie had managed to call William and let him know (using coded words since the woman was sitting there at the time) that the mysterious woman was there in the office. They both felt she likely wouldn’t hang around long. But when he called two hours later to let her know they were on their way back, the woman was still there.

Thirty more minutes passed. The woman suddenly got up and, without saying a word, left. She didn’t even respond back to Mattie’s cheery “Good-bye” and “Have a nice day!”

 



William and Lawrence returned to an empty office.

“I guess Mattie went to lunch,” Lawrence said.

William looked around. “Yeah, it looks that way. And it looks like that woman she said was here is gone as well. But you know Mattie wouldn’t dare leave with someone here, not if she can help it. And especially not someone she’s uncomfortable with. Mattie has real trust issues, specifically when it comes to strangers outside of your office.”

Lawrence stopped at Mattie’s desk and picked up the messages she’d stuck in the large, gold paperclip holder she still used for the messages she knew he would likely have to write down anyway. Lawrence unlocked and opened the door to his office, then turned back to William. “This has been a good day, wouldn’t you say?”

“Absolutely!” William said. “And that was a nice donation, really nice. And to think: You didn’t even have to sell your soul in order to get it.”

“Yeah,” Lawrence said. “Just had to make a few promises I may or may not, in the end, be able to keep. So, William, what’s on your agenda for the rest of the day, besides your hot lunch date with your wife?”

“Oh, my wife ended up canceling on me,” William said. “She sent me a text right as we were riding up on the elevator that she wasn’t going to be able to make it.” He held up his cell phone. “But it’s just as well. Lately, she and I haven’t had many nice things to say to each other. It seems like she’s always upset with me about something or another. You know how it is.”

“I do know that. So does that mean you’re free for lunch now?”

“Yeah. You want to go grab something?”

“Sure,” Lawrence said. “But let me take care of a few things first.” He held the messages up in the air. “I have a few folks that I have to get back to right now. You know: You snooze, you lose. It shouldn’t take but about ten . . . fifteen minutes at the most.”

“That’s fine. I’ll just wait out here for you. I have a few calls I need to make while you’re doing that.” William sat down with his cell phone out as Lawrence stepped into his office and closed the door.

Five minutes later, a woman walked into the outer office area. William was just finishing up his call.

“Hi there,” William said to the woman as she sat down two chairs away from him as though she were merely returning back to her own home.

He couldn’t believe how gorgeous she was. Her hair, reaching down to her back, was the most beautiful loose tresses he’d ever seen. She didn’t appear to be wearing much makeup. If she was, he definitely couldn’t tell it. Her beautiful brown mocha-colored skin was flawless. Her lips were accentuated with a burgundy color that glistened from a touch of lip gloss placed just right. Her eyelashes were long and absolutely hers. And the outfit she wore couldn’t have fit any better had it been tailor-made right on her body.

She gave a quick smile. “Hi,” she said. The sound of her voice, to William, was positively angelic.

“Are you here looking for anyone in particular?” William asked. “The secretary is out right now, most likely at lunch.”

“Yes, I see. And, yes, I am waiting on someone in particular,” the woman said. “Do you work here or something?”

“Well, kind of,” William said. “I mean I work here, but not in here. Perhaps I can be of some assistance.”

She shook her head. “Unless you’re Representative Simmons, which I can tell you that you’re not, then, no; I don’t believe you can be of any assistance to me.”

“Well, now, I do work for the representative. I’m sure I can help you.” His eyes scanned her from her head to her neck in a flirtatious-like way.

“I’m waiting for him to return. You wouldn’t happen to know if he’s back yet, would you?”

“I’m sorry. Where are my manners? I haven’t properly introduced myself.” He stood up and went over to her. “My name is William Threadgill. And you are?”

“Waiting on Representative Simmons,” she said.

William chuckled. “Hold up. You’ve called here before. In fact, I’ve spoken to you on the phone once.” He nodded. “Yeah, your voice is coming back to me.”

“Yes,” the woman said. “I’ve called many times before. I’ve been here before as well. Representative Simmons appears to be a hard man to catch up with.”

“As you can imagine, he’s a very busy man. Out there fighting for and trying to do the work and the will of the people. And in these days of high unemployment and uncertainty, he’s working extremely hard. It is difficult to catch up with him. That’s why he has such a fine staff in place.” William sat back down, this time in the chair right next to her, and crossed his leg. “I’m his right-hand man. I’m certain if there’s something you need, I can ensure that it gets done, that’s if it’s something Representative Simmons can do. I, at least, can pass the information along to him. You can trust me; he does.”

She gave him a curt smile. “I agree. He does have quite a competent staff. So far, all of you have managed to keep me at bay this week. I’ve concluded either he’s really busy or he’s a pro at getting rid of the people he doesn’t care to be bothered with.”

“Well, the district he serves is quite large now,” William said. “I’m aware that almost everyone would personally like to speak to him if they could. But that’s not humanly possible. So if you’d just tell me your name and what you need, I promise I’ll see what the two of us can do. You have my word.”

She shook her head. “I appreciate the offer, Mr. Threadgill. But I’ll just wait for Representative Simmons.”

“Call me William. Look, Mrs.”—he tilted his head slightly—“or is it Miss?”

She smiled as she slowly shook her head. “It’s Miss.”

“All right. That’s a start,” William said. “We’re making progress here. Miss, let me be frank with you. You’re likely not going to get to meet with the representative. Not because he doesn’t want to, it’s just a difficult thing to arrange. I’m his chief of staff. That means when you talk to me, it’s just like talking to him. In fact, it’s difficult for people to get to talk to me, but here you are.” He grinned. “So why don’t you tell me what you need and let me see what I can do. I promise I want to help you.” His eyes again scanned her face, then began to roam downward.

“Listen, Mr. Threadgill. I appreciate you for being so nice in offering yourself up as you sacrificially are. But I have to speak to Lawrence Simmons and I’m not leaving here until I do,” she said. “Now, I know he’s due back into this office at some point today. I overheard his secretary on the phone telling someone that he would definitely be back in the office today. So I’m going to sit right here until he returns.” She crossed her arms and sat back hard against her chair.

“You know I could call security,” William said.

She uncrossed her arms and looked at him. “And tell them what? That a taxpayer is here to speak with Representative Simmons and you don’t happen to care for her being here?”

William scratched his head. “No. But if you’re a threat . . .”

She laughed. “So you’re trying to say that I’m a threat?”

He laughed. “No. But you can’t threaten to stay in a place where you’ve been asked to leave.”

“You asked me to leave? That’s funny; that’s not what I was hearing coming from your mouth. Listen, Mr. Threadgill, this is the people’s place.” She stood up. “Our money pays for this place. It’s not Representative Simmons’s office nor is it yours, or his secretary’s, for that matter. I have just as much right to be here as any of you. I’m not threatening anyone; I’m not a danger to anyone. I have requested to speak with Representative Simmons, and all I’ve been getting for my troubles from this office is the runaround. Believe me, I do have another option other than coming here and being put through what all of you are putting me through. And when Representative Simmons hears what I have to say, I dare say he’ll thank me that I’ve been this persistent in seeing him instead of doing what I could be doing at this point.”

William stood up. “So is this something personal?”

She looked at her watch. “Could you please find out how much longer it might be before Representative Simmons is due back here?”

“Listen, I was just about to head out to lunch. Why don’t you and I go get something to eat? I take it you do eat lunch, don’t you?”

“I’m not interested in lunch. I have to talk to Lawrence Simmons, and I’m running out of time! So if you really want to help, then get on your cell phone and call him or text him, whatever you need to do, and see if you can’t make that happen! Can you do that? Can you?”

“Calm down. There’s no reason for you to raise your voice,” William said.

“Yes, there is!” She stomped her foot. “And I will not calm down. I’m tired. I took off from my job today just so I might somehow catch up with Lawrence. And I don’t have time to play these silly games with you or anyone else for that matter. I know he’s due to be in his office today. I heard his secretary confirming it. So you get in touch with Lawrence and you tell him that Gabrielle Mercedes . . . Booker wants to talk to him—”

“Gabrielle?” William said, stepping closer to Lawrence’s closed office door. “So your name is Gabrielle. What a beautiful name. Gabrielle Mercedes Booker.” He was speaking loud now, loud enough for Lawrence to hear him. “And you want to see Representative Simmons today.”

“Yes!” Gabrielle said. “I know his daughter Paris.” Gabrielle was also speaking louder, as though she knew that the man she wanted to see might be on the other side of the door listening. “Paris and I were roommates for a couple of months back when we were eighteen. Representative Simmons will remember me.”

The door to Lawrence’s office suddenly swung open. Lawrence smiled. “Well, hello, there.” His eyes were on the woman in the office. “I thought I heard voices out here.” He pivoted to William. “William.” He said his name as though there was more to what he was saying than just saying his name.

William nodded slightly. “Representative Simmons, this is Gabrielle Mercedes Booker. I happened to have found her out here waiting to see you.”

Lawrence walked past William and straight to Gabrielle. “How nice. You’ve come by to see me. Well, as you’ve likely noted, it’s lunchtime around here. And my dedicated secretary is away. I suppose it’s a good thing that William came along when he did. We wouldn’t want you sitting out here all by yourself.” Lawrence extended his hand and gave her a firm handshake, the way he did with all whose votes he hoped to secure.

“I didn’t realize you were in there,” William lied. “I was sitting out here waiting on Mattie to return when Gabrielle walked in. We’ve been sitting out here chatting away.”

“Well, our doors are always open,” Lawrence said. “We’re here to serve. And the only way we can do that is to be available to the people we were elected to serve, as much as is humanly possible, of course.” He smiled and leaned in toward her. “Gabrielle Booker.” He smiled. “So what can I do for you?”

“I need to speak with you,” Gabrielle said. “Privately, if you don’t mind.” She glanced at William, who wore a mischievous grin on his face now.

“You know, I’m sure Representative Simmons would love to speak with you,” William said. “But don’t you have an important meeting you have to attend?” William said to Lawrence. “In fact, that’s where I thought you were.”

Lawrence looked into Gabrielle’s eyes. “I’m okay,” Lawrence said, not taking his eyes off hers.

“But, sir,” William said. “I don’t think you should miss this meeting. It really could have detrimental effects.”

Lawrence looked at William, instantly dropping his smile. “I told you, William. It will be okay.” Lawrence went back to his office door and held it open for Gabrielle. “Please, please. Come in,” he said to Gabrielle.

“Then I’ll just come in with the two of you,” William said, realizing that Mattie wasn’t there, and at this point in the political cycle, this woman—who although said she knew his daughter—showing up looking all beautiful and tempting could very well be a ploy to take Lawrence down.

Lawrence allowed Gabrielle to enter. “William, I said we’ll be all right. Now, why don’t you head off to that meeting I was scheduled for and hold things down until I get there.”

“Are you sure?” William said, not speaking of the fake meeting, but referring to him being alone in his office with this dish of a woman. “Are you sure this is what you want to do?”

Lawrence smiled, then winked at William. “Yes. I’m sure.”

Lawrence closed the door and turned around. “Gabrielle, it’s good to see you again.” He gave her a quick hug. “It’s been a long time. My, my. You’ve certainly grown up since the last time I saw you.” He motioned for her to sit down in one of the two chairs that faced his desk, then walked around to the other side and sat down. “So, to what do I owe this pleasure?” He leaned in.

Gabrielle took a deep breath and released it slowly. “Look, Lawrence, I’ll just cut to the chase. It’s about your daughter. She’s in serious trouble. And it’s come to a matter of life and death at this point. Your daughter desperately needs your help. And if she doesn’t get it, she’s going to die.”




Chapter 4

What will ye? Shall I come unto you with a rod, or in love, and in the spirit of meekness?

—1 Corinthians 4:21

 


 


 


Lawrence eyed Gabrielle hard now. Yes, she was even more beautiful than the last time he’d seen her, which had to be almost ten years ago. She was eighteen when he met her, the same age as his daughter Paris. In fact, she’d just turned eighteen, at the end of May, if he recalled correctly. He remembered how Paris had allowed Gabrielle to come and stay with her after Gabrielle’s aunt and uncle, who were her guardians at the time, put her out following her having graduated from high school and turning eighteen. Gabrielle stayed with Paris for a few months. Paris had turned twenty-seven back in July so that would be a little over nine years ago.

But Gabrielle and Paris had parted ways, and not at all on friendly terms. Paris never told him exactly why the two of them had fallen out, but it had been just as well as far as he was concerned. He’d met Gabrielle when he’d dropped in unexpectedly to the apartment he was paying for. That’s how he learned what was going on.

Gabrielle Booker had seemed a nice enough young lady, although Paris hadn’t told him she was staying there before his visit. Gabrielle had endured a hard life; that much was clear: her mother, having been killed by her own father; him sentenced to prison for her murder. This three-year-old child having to go live with her father’s sister and husband along with their four children, feeling every single day like she wasn’t wanted or loved, to then be put out on the streets with nowhere to go for no good reason. Gabrielle certainly had lived a hard-knock life.

Lawrence wasn’t sure how Paris and Gabrielle had become friends, or more to the point, how they had become friends enough for Paris to open up her door and share her apartment with her. But to his surprise, his daughter had.

At first he hadn’t been happy about it. After all, he was the one footing the bill, and here were two people essentially living off him for free. But, of course, Deidra, with her compassion for others, made him see how selfish he was being and the message he was sending his children when he acted that way.

“You keep telling our children it’s about serving others, but then you don’t walk the talk,” Deidra had said. “You tell folks how much of a Christian you are, deacon at our church, but is your life demonstrating God’s love? Lawrence, how much more is it really going to cost you to allow that child, and, yes, she’s still a child just like Paris is still our child even though she’s almost eighteen and all grown up. What more, Lawrence Rudolph Simmons, will it cost you if that child stays there with Paris until she can get on her feet?”

Lawrence knew Deidra was right. And she’d used his full name, which meant she was a bit put out with him about this. The young woman indeed needed somewhere to stay. And it was a two-bedroom apartment. What harm would it do to allow Paris to share it with a friend in need? That’s what Christians do, right? And Deidra was indeed a good Christian, more Christian than him as he was still a devout WIP—Work in Progress.

Lawrence had met Deidra Jean Long back when they were in college. He absolutely noticed her, but she didn’t appear impressed by anything about him. He was tall and athletic; some folks expected him to end up playing professional basketball. She was short and petite, a book worm who most felt was going to make the most wonderful teacher. After Lawrence was able to convince her to go out with him one time, more on a dare, they discovered that they were practically made for each other. He’d never before been so impressed with a girl.

“Smitten” is what his grandmother had called him. “Sprung” was the word most of his guy friends used.

Deidra was not only brilliantly smart, but when she let down her hair from the old-fogey chignon or single French braid down the back and removed those old-fashioned black-plastic-rimmed glasses, she was knockout gorgeous. Every guy was trying to get after her then. But by then, it was Lawrence who had captured her heart.

The two of them married straight out of college. And before they could even get settled as man and wife, nine months later Paris Elizabeth Simmons made her entrance, screaming onto the scene. And she’d continued to scream for attention ever since.

Lawrence was already fascinated with politics in his high school and college days, where he was on the student council. There was just something about feeling like you could effect change from the inside out that interested him. He wanted to be the one to possibly make someone’s life better. He knew what it was to struggle. He knew what it was to try to find a way to first get into college, then to make it all the way through. His family had neither the money nor the means to send him. So he had worked hard for everything he’d gotten. If he went into politics, he felt he could bring some ideas that might make the next generation’s life a little better than his.

But power can corrupt. It was like a shiny object being dangled before you to take your focus off what you were intending to do. And that’s where Deidra came in the most with Lawrence. She was the one person who could bring him back to earth when he started getting too far out there. And as much as there were times Deidra really got on his nerves, he loved her for keeping it real with him, or as the young folks would say, “Keeping it one hundred.”

Paris had befriended Gabrielle a little over nine years ago. Now here Gabrielle sat before him telling him that his daughter was in trouble. But he’d just seen Paris yesterday at her house. And Paris talked to her mother pretty much every single day. So how would someone like Gabrielle know she was in trouble when none of them had heard anything about it?

Lawrence politely smiled at Gabrielle. A smile tended to soften the words when you were essentially about to call someone a liar. “I didn’t know you and Paris were still talking, let alone still friends,” he said.

“Paris?” Gabrielle said. “I haven’t seen or spoken to Paris in over nine years. Not since that day she told me to get out of her apartment and never come back.”

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Lawrence said. “I thought perhaps you two had talked. So how do you know Paris is in trouble?”

“It’s not Paris that’s in trouble,” Gabrielle said, adjusting her body better in her chair.

“Well, I’m pretty sure you can’t be talking about my daughter Imani. That girl practically runs from trouble. When she sees trouble coming, she turns and sprints in another direction.”

“I’m not talking about Imani, either.” Gabrielle swallowed hard. “The daughter I’m speaking of that’s in trouble, the one who desperately needs your help or she’s going to die . . . is my and your child. I’m talking about Jasmine . . . essentially, our daughter.”
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