
[image: cover]



TROUBLE & TRIUMPH

a novel of power & beauty

Tip “T.I.” Harris with David Ritz

[image: ]





Epigraph

There’s only three things for sure—
Taxes, death, and trouble

—MARVIN GAYE, “Trouble Man”
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THE SETUP





The Ritz Hotel, Paris, France

Kato Yamamoto looked out the window of his suite at the Place Vendôme into a misty moonless night. The Ritz was his favorite hotel and Paris his favorite city. He wished he had brought his girlfriend, Beauty, with him, but she was too busy. As the creator of a new boutique and extensive line of clothing within the empire of Fine/Bloom stores—the retail chain Kato ran—Beauty had responsibilities that had kept her in New York. Kato also knew she was worried about Power, the man she called her brother. But Power wasn’t Beauty’s blood brother—he and Beauty had merely been raised together—and Kato had concerns about that relationship.

Beneath Beauty’s sisterly concerns for Power, Kato detected something that felt like passion. When it came to Beauty, it was hard for Kato not to be jealous and possessive. He was obsessed with this woman and had every intention of marrying her. It would happen. Soon he would bring her to Paris and marry her. Now wasn’t the time to press his case. So far he had done everything right. He had not rushed her. He had cultivated this relationship with a cool mixture of patience and perseverance. Beauty was not only working for him but living with him. It was inevitable that they would marry. Kato had it all under control.

He ordered room service and dined in his suite. With a critical meeting with a French financier set for eight A.M., he was eager to get to bed.

At two A.M., he was sleeping soundly when the ringing of the phone next to his bed startled him. It was Beauty.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

“Call your people in Tokyo.” She wasn’t asking; she was telling—she was giving him an order.

“What people?” Kato asked. He especially wanted to know how much she knew.

“The people who helped you buy Bloom’s. The people they talked about in the newspaper. Call them right now.” Kato understood that Beauty was talking about the Yakuza, the Japanese mob, whose money had made the purchase possible.

“And say what?” he asked.

“Have them find Power. They have to find Power. They can. They can find anybody anywhere. Or if they can’t, they have connections with people here who can. I know that. You know that. Make it happen.”

“Beauty, I know you’re desperate to help him, but I’m afraid—”

“Do you want to marry me?”

“What?” Kato couldn’t believe his ears.

“I said, do you want to marry me?”

“Of course. You know I do.”

“Then do this and I’ll marry you.”

“Beauty, it’s the middle of the night here in Paris and I feel like I’m still in the middle of a dream—”

“This is no dream, Kato. I’ve never been more serious in my life. I will be your wife. I will agree to whatever kind of wedding you want. In Tokyo. In New York. In Paris. Wherever. Just find Power.”

“Couldn’t the service find him?”

“They did find him. And a minute before I got to him, he was thrown in a car. I saw it happen.”

“Beauty,” Kato said with alarm, “they could have gotten you.”

“They didn’t see me. I don’t think they know me. I don’t think they care about me. Power is Slim’s boy.”

“Then maybe Slim will protect him.”

“Goddamn it, Kato, you don’t get it. Slim’s men were the ones who got him.”

“Then maybe he’s no longer alive,” said Kato.

“I refuse to believe that. You have to find him. You have to put your people on it—now!”

“My people?”

“Yes, stop stalling and start calling. You want to marry me, don’t you?”

“Are you serious about this, Beauty?”

“Dead serious. This is your only chance. You’re Power’s only chance. Call me back when you’ve made contact with Tokyo. Tell me when the wheels are in motion. I need to know everything. Call Tokyo this very minute. It’s all up to you. If you want a life with me, you’ll do what I’m asking. If not, you’ll never see me again.”





Cascade Heights, Atlanta, Georgia

Power was back where he started, in the apartment above the garage that had been built for him by Slim, the man he had once seen as mentor, savior, and surrogate father. The difference, though, was that he was now locked in, with two goons outside his door, the same goons who had kidnapped him, thrown him in a van, and flown him back to Atlanta in a private jet.

From the minute he was pulled from the street, Power figured this was it. He was dead. Beauty had been right. Slim had gone mad. Slim was killing anyone and everyone who had once worked for him. As the van traveled through the tunnel on its way to a small airport in New Jersey, Power expected to be shot and dumped in the river. In the backseat, guarded at gunpoint, he anticipated his own death. He wondered just how they’d kill him. Knife? Gun? Strangulation? His greater fear, though, was for Beauty. Was her life also in danger? Did Slim’s paranoia extend to Beauty? Seeing her there, running to him on Charles Street, brought back every dream he had ever dreamt. She looked more beautiful than ever. As he went to his death, this was the image he would hold to his heart.

But he didn’t meet death. He met a luxurious Learjet and overheard the pilots say that they were heading to Atlanta. Power was convinced that, in the city of his birth, death awaited him. The goons had been silent from the minute they had captured him. They answered no questions. But after they landed and put him in a Cadillac Escalade, the route soon became clear. They were heading to Slim’s compound in Cascade Heights. Driving into the property, Power noticed that the cage that held the black leopard was empty. He was escorted to his former living quarters and told to wait.

“Wait for what?” he asked.

No answer was given.

His apartment hadn’t changed. The décor was just as he had left it. His high school trophies still sat on the shelves. The schedule for his last season of basketball games still hung on the closet door. He looked around, drained from this daylong assault of confusion and fear. He got into his old bed, closed his eyes, and drifted off into an uneasy sleep. He didn’t know how much time had passed when he heard the door open. He looked up and saw Slim.

“Get up, son,” Slim said. “There’s a new suit, shirt, and tie for you in the closet. We’re going to Dre’s funeral. That man loved you. We got to pay him our respects. Take a shower, get dressed, and meet me in the house in a half hour.”

A half hour later, one of the goons accompanied Power to the main house. Everything was in place—the sculpture of the life-sized mermaid swimming over a waterfall; the paintings of Hank Aaron, Evander Holyfield, and Dominique Wilkins; the ice-white walls and white marble floors. Slim was sitting at the dining room table, wearing the same matching diamond wristbands he always wore. His wavy hair was black as ever, not a spot of gray. He’d started dyeing it. His pin-striped suit was double-breasted and his cologne had a dusky fragrance. He had put on another ten pounds and looked noticeably heavy. His eyes weren’t right.

“Let’s get going, son,” he said. “I told my man Cutler Jefferson to spare no expense. Dre gonna be laid out in a manner that’s respectable and right.”

Cutler Jefferson was the man who’d organized Power’s mother’s funeral.

With two goons in the front, Power and Slim sat in the back of the Maybach 57, the same car Dre used to drive. As they rode over to the chapel, Power finally spoke.

“Why’d you bring me back?” he asked Slim.

“Didn’t you want to tell Dre good-bye?”

“You could have just told me to come. You didn’t have to have your flunkies throw me in the back of a van and bring me here at gunpoint.”

“For your own protection. Can’t let nothing happen to you. All for your protection.”

“And where’s Wanda?” asked Slim. Wanda, an employee of Slim’s, had been a friend to Power’s mother—and a good friend to both Power and Beauty.

“Wish I knew. Got me a crew out there looking for her now. They be conspiring, boy. Conspiring big-time. You don’t know nothing about those conspirators, do you?”

“No, I don’t.”

“The ones who say I don’t know how to fuck a woman. You heard about that?”

“No, I haven’t.”

“They out there. They telling everyone in Atlanta that Slim Simmons can’t fuck no woman. They calling me a sissy. They hired women to go around saying that shit. You ain’t heard nothing about it?”

“No.”

“Well, you will. You stay around here and you will. Whole town’s talkin’ ’bout it. Talkin’ ’bout how I bust my nut before I even start fucking. Imagine hearing shit like that. Imagine what it does to a man. Lies, son. Motherfuckers tellin’ lies on me.”

“Dre wasn’t telling lies on you,” said Power. “Dre was loyal.”

“He loved you, Power. Dre always talkin’ ’bout how smart you was. Dre always defending you.”

“Defending me against who?”

“No one could say nothing about you when Dre was around. No, sir.”

“Who killed him? What happened?”

“Shit went bad. Real bad. I told you I got motherfuckers conspiring against me.”

“You think Dre was working against you?”

“You never know who’s working against you, son, but we here to wish this good brotha good-bye. This is a brotha who thought you hung the moon. Hate to see him go like this. But Cutler Jefferson, he knows how to throw a funeral. He’s the best. I said, ‘Cutler, buy all the flowers they got in the state of Georgia. Buy a casket made out of the finest wood. Hire that lady over at the First Baptist Church who sings like Aretha. Get her to sing “Amazing Grace.” Get the whole fuckin’ choir. Spare no expense, brotha, ’cause Dre, he going out in style.’ ”

The singer and choir did show up. There were flowers everywhere. Slim and Power took seats on the front pew next to Gloria, Dre’s white wife, whose eyes were filled with fear. She came over to Power and, through her tears and sobs, whispered, “You need to get away.”

“What’d she say to you?” Slim asked.

“She thanked me for coming.”

“Gloria’s set. She’s set for life. She’ll never have to worry about nothing. Dre’s leaving a wealthy widow. He sure is. Go up there and take a look at him, son. That man loved you.”

Power walked to the casket. Dre was set out in a black silk suit and white tie with a diamond stickpin. You could see that work had been done to cover the gaping wound on his neck, but the work was excellent. The scar was well hidden. He looked at peace. Remembering how many times Slim had taunted and embarrassed Dre, Power felt a flood of rage overcome him. He suppressed the rage but could not control his tears. Putting his hand to Dre’s cheek, he was weeping openly as he returned to his seat.

“Good to cry,” said Slim. “Man’s got to cry sometimes. Ain’t no shame in crying.”

Slim kept looking at his watch as Reverend Nolan Everett, Slim’s jackleg preacher, the same man who spoke at the funeral of Power’s mom, spoke of Dre’s loyalty. His words about Dre were vapid and clichéd. When he was through, he asked if anyone else wanted to speak on behalf of the deceased.

“You go on up there, son,” said Slim, urging Power. “He was your man. Testify for your man.”

Power rose and walked in front of the pulpit. He looked out at Slim and Gloria and fought for his composure. “Dre was a good man,” he said. “He was all-state in high school and proud of being recruited by the Atlanta Falcons. He would have been a star fullback if it weren’t for an injury. To me, he was a star. Always a good word. Always encouraging. Never lost his temper. He took a lot. He held it in. He had a beautiful heart. I loved him. I’ll miss him. God bless Dre.”

While Power was speaking, Slim had slipped out of the chapel. His two goons were now sitting in the pew, the same goons who would drive Power back to the house and his apartment over the garage. 

They continued to guard him. For reasons he himself didn’t understand, Power stayed dressed in his suit. He sat at the desk where he had once worked on his high school homework and waited.

An hour later, Slim arrived carrying a leather-bound chess set, the kings, queens, rooks, knights, bishops, and pawns carved from Italian marble.

“This fuckin’ thing cost me four thousand dollars,” said Slim. “Was worth it, though. Ain’t nobody beat me on this board yet. I figured it’s time you gave it a try. Before you left, you were getting halfway good. You thought you were hot shit, didn’t you?”

“Don’t feel like playing chess.”

“If I was playing against me, I wouldn’t wanna be playing neither. No fun getting your ass kicked, is it?”

“Whatever.”

“Ain’t whatever. It’s what’s happening. You and me in a battle to the death. You ready?”

“You’ve won that battle.”

“Baby boy, I’m the cat who’s keeping you alive. You don’t seem to realize that. ’Bout time I got some gratitude up in here. Now let’s play us some chess.”

Slim set up the board and set out the pieces.

“Your move,” he told Power.

Power tried to concentrate but couldn’t. Early on, he made several bad moves. Slim nailed him easily.

“You’re a joke,” said Slim. “You used to know this game—at least a little. Now you’re fuckin’ pathetic.”

“You won,” said Power. “Enjoy your victory.”

“I intend to, son. I intend to enjoy it like I’ve never enjoyed nothing before. But you got to understand that I see this here life like a chess game. You know that about me. I taught you this fuckin’ game and here you thought you could beat me. You thought you could get five or six moves ahead of me. You thought you could set Sugar Ruiz against me. He was plotting before you got there, and once you got there, you joined the plot, didn’t you? You got right into the thick of things with that asshole. You told him shit about me that no one knew. Just like your mama was about to tell shit on me that no one knew.

“They say don’t get bit by the same dog twice, but I got bit more than twice. I made you, you fuckin’ little piece of shit, and you were looking to unmake me. You and your mama’s friend Wanda. You think I didn’t know she was part of the plot? You don’t think I’ve always been five moves ahead of you? Well, think again, motherfucker, just like Dre had to think again when I saw how many times he was calling you on the phone. You don’t gotta deny it, ’cause proof is proof. Numbers don’t lie. Motherfuckers lie. Dre lied like a motherfucker. Wanda, that cunt, is a liar. Your mama was a liar.”

“You killed her!” Power screamed as he grabbed Slim by the throat and started to choke him. The goons outside heard the commotion and ran into the room, wrestling Power to the ground.

“Get him out of here!” ordered Slim as he caught his breath. “Take him where you took Dre. Let him bleed out slow. Real fuckin’ slow.”

“You’re so goddamn crazy you’re gonna wind up killing these assholes who you want to kill me,” said Power. “You’re gonna think that before they got me, I turned them against you. And you know what? You’ll be right. There’s no one left who’s not against you. Think about that when you go to sleep tonight, Slim Simmons. The world is out to get you. The entire world.”

Slim considered killing Power right then and there, but he had a better thought, one that gave him an added measure of pleasure. “You know what?” Slim told his goons. “Don’t do shit to him tonight. Give him the night to think about what’s going happen in the morning. Wait till the morning. Even better, wait till the afternoon, till he’s good and hungry and had a whole day with no food, no water, no nothing. I’m flying out tonight. Got me some out-of-town business. Enjoy your evening, Power. Enjoy your day tomorrow. It will be your last.”

That night Power faced two kinds of fear. The fear of dying—he had felt this before when his mentor Sugar Ruiz (who himself had been mentored by Slim) ordered him to kill Gigante. Gigante had accidentally murdered a young woman Power thought he loved. The ordeal leading up to the assassination of Gigante put Power in touch with his own mortality. There was no guarantee that he wouldn’t be killed himself. But because Power was the predator rather than the pursued, he’d felt in control.

Now he had no control. Loss of control was his second fear. No control over his fate and fear. In looking death in the face and imagining the void, he tried to comprehend the disappearance of self. He couldn’t. Instead he sought to bring forth the faith of his mother, who believed in a loving and eternal Jesus. She’d prayed to that Jesus ever since he was a small boy; Power had been told that Jesus was the Great Protector.

But where was the Great Protector when Slim murdered his mom? Where was the Great Protector when Slim manipulated Power into believing that Slim was protecting him? Where was the Great Protector in this hour of Power’s greatest need?

Slim’s dark sadism was something Power had observed for years. Slim had loved to publicly humiliate Dre, his most trusted lieutenant, forcing him to speak in public so that the world could laugh at his severe stutter. Time and again, Power had seen Slim demand that any perceived enemy be dealt with as cruelly as possible.

Power was now such an enemy. He tried not to imagine the torture that waited for him, a horror beyond his comprehension. He hoped he could pass out early on so that he might be free of all feelings. He didn’t want to think about it, yet thought of nothing else. He tried to bring his mother back to mind. He tried to remember what it was like being in her arms, like a little boy, calling out to Mama.

Suddenly Power remembered a long-lost lesson he had learned in Sunday school. Jesus was seated in a garden, awaiting his torture to come the next day. He prayed to God the Father to free him from the horrible fate of crucifixion. But his prayer was not answered. Jesus suffered a death of unspeakable pain. It was his death, though, that saved the world. And then he defied death. He came back to life and walked the earth like a natural man.

But Power wasn’t Jesus. Power knew there was no noble purpose in his torture. There was nothing but pain. Jesus cried that God the Father had abandoned him. Power’s silent cry said the same thing.

As Power paced back and forth in his room like a caged animal, his thoughts went from his mother to Jesus to Beauty. Beauty was the first to warn him that Slim was a killer. She had told him, even before they had moved into Slim’s house, that the man was no good. She wouldn’t even talk to him, wouldn’t even look at him. Shortly after moving in, Beauty escaped, urging Power to do the same. But he thought that she was being stubborn and self-deluding. Power was drawn into Slim’s lifestyle—the glamour, money, and women. Power was lulled into his own destruction.

More than anything, he wanted to avoid that destruction. He wanted to find a way out. He had to find a way out. But with two goons at his door and another stationed under his window—all three armed to the teeth—there was no way out.

This is what Slim wanted—to give Power time, second by second, minute by minute, hour by hour, to feel the fear wash over his head, mind, body, and soul. Sleep wouldn’t come, couldn’t come—just the sweats and the images of what it was going to be like to experience the cuts in his flesh and the blood draining from his veins.

He went from the bed to the window, from the window to his desk. He turned on the TV, turned it off, started to play a CD, stopped, closed his eyes, opened his eyes, breathed heavily, began hyperventilating, managed to bring his breath under control when his heartbeat felt like a jackhammer inside his chest—louder and faster and faster and louder until an explosion rocked the room. At first Power thought it was a figment of his imagination until his desk tumbled over and his bed collapsed and the sound of gunfire came from every direction and the goons were hollering out, cursing wildly, and then a silence fell. Power went to the window, where he saw a goon on the ground below, blood gushing from his head. Seconds later, the door to Power’s room burst open. Two Japanese men stood there in full battle gear—helmets, bulletproof vests, AK-47 assault rifles.

“You Power?” asked one.

“Yes.”

“Where Slim?”

“Gone.”

“To where?”

“Don’t know.”

“You, come with us.”





Member of the Wedding

Beauty had learned of Power’s rescue seconds after it was complete. Alone in the lavish penthouse that she shared with Kato Yamamoto in New York City, she had been called by a man in charge of the detail.

“Paul Clay is safe,” he said. “He is with us and, as promised, he will be brought to you in New York.”

“Was he hurt?”

“No.”

“What about Slim Simmons?” she asked.

“Wasn’t there. Nowhere to be found.”

There was a pause in the conversation. The thought that Slim was still at large frightened Beauty—but at least Power was alive and well.

“Thank you” was all Beauty could say. She hung up the phone and burst out in tears.

For the past twelve hours Beauty had been beside herself. What if the rescue attempt failed? What if Kato’s people got there too late? In her mind’s eye, she saw a dozen different ways that Slim would murder him—or have him murdered. She hadn’t been able to sleep or eat or even speak on the phone to anyone. She knew that Kato had heard the desperation and determination in her voice, but would Kato be able to do what needed to be done? The questions plagued her, even tortured her, as the hours slowly ticked by until the phone call came, delivering the news that had Beauty sobbing uncontrollably.

With a deep breath, she got hold of herself. She thanked God and all the forces that had brought Power to safety. She walked to her window and looked down thirty stories below. The nightlights of the city blazed in every direction. The streets of Chelsea were crowded with people. Soon Power would be among them.

An hour later, he called.

“What the hell happened, Beauty?” he asked. “Who are these people you sent? They saved my life.”

“I’m so glad, Power. I’m so, so glad.”

She quickly explained the circumstances—that her husband-to-be had remarkable resources.

“Your husband-to-be?” asked Power.

“Yes,” said Beauty. She explained about how Kato owned a large chain of luxury stores financed in Japan. “I’ll explain everything when you get here.”

“Can’t wait to see you, Beauty.”

“Can’t wait either.”

She imagined what would happen when they finally got together. She had imagined that reunion for many years. It was all finally coming true. Power was on his way to her.

 

“I’m on my way back,” said Kato, who was calling from the plane taking him to New York.

“I thought you were going from Paris to Tokyo,” said Beauty.

“Change of plans. Missed you too much. Besides, I want to be there to celebrate with your brother. I understand he’s landing around the same time as me. We’ll be together and celebrate—his safety and our engagement. Isn’t that great?”

Beauty paused longer than she knew she should have. “Yes,” she finally made herself say. “That’s great.”

She got a few hours’ sleep that night, but the sleep was not restful. Her dreams—deep erotic dramas in which she and Power played leading roles—left her with a sexual hunger that both excited and disturbed her. She prayed that Power would arrive before Kato.

He didn’t.

 

Beauty hugged her husband-to-be with as much enthusiasm as she could muster. The hug was not entirely sincere—but her gratitude was.

“You did what I asked,” she told Kato. The fragrance of his cologne, although fresh, was too strong for Beauty. She wanted to tell him that it was too early in the morning to wear that much cologne, but she restrained herself. Instead she asked Aasta, their Norwegian housekeeper and cook, to fix breakfast.

A half hour later, while Beauty and Kato were in the dining room eating omelets, the doorbell rang. Unable to contain herself, Beauty jumped up and ran to the door. When she opened it, Power was standing there, a smile on his face.

They held their embrace for a long, long time. Neither would let go. Beauty knew that Kato was watching, but her relief at seeing Power alive overwhelmed her every thought. Finally they stepped apart, and she introduced Power to Kato.

“This is my brother,” she told Kato.

The two men shook hands. “I’m glad you’re well,” said Kato.

“Hey, man,” said Power, “I can’t thank you enough.”

“I’d do anything for this woman,” said Kato, putting his arm around Beauty and kissing her on the cheek. “You’re family, Power, and we’re just glad you’re safe.”

Beauty looked at the men as they stood side by side. Power was several inches taller. His shoulders were broader than Kato’s, and while Kato was an attractive man whose elegant clothes highlighted his thin silhouette, he lacked defined muscles. During the long embrace, Beauty was reminded of—and immediately excited by—Power’s body. Unlike Kato, who smelled of cologne, Power didn’t disguise the natural scent of his body. That scent had Beauty’s head spinning.

“Come,” said Beauty to Power, “have breakfast with us. You’ve been through hell. You must be starving.”

Aasta quickly prepared a cheese-and-tomato omelet that Power wolfed down. The dialogue between Power and Kato was cordial.

Beauty hadn’t been with Power since they were sixteen. Now they were twenty-two. She marveled at how articulate he had become. He displayed the social ease of a man who had gone through a world of experiences. He had acquired a conversational charm that, as a teenager, he lacked.

For his part, Power saw that Beauty’s physical allure had deepened. Her looks had matured and blossomed in a way that quickened his desire. But in her hardened eyes, he perceived that she had been through ordeals he could only imagine. They were still gorgeous, but the innocence was gone. Secrets lurked in her eyes—secrets that Power felt compelled to unearth.

The sexual tension at the table was evident. A stranger could have walked into that dining room and felt the chemistry between Power and Beauty. But Kato didn’t want to see it, didn’t want to admit it, didn’t want to face an emotional fact so potent that it would undermine his faith that Beauty was his and his alone. Denial was his protection. She loved Power only as a brother; brotherly love was different than romantic love. Beauty was a devoted sister and nothing more.

After breakfast there was talk about the next steps. Power had told Kato and Beauty that he had enrolled in college and taken courses in psychology. He didn’t tell them that he had been working for a woman named Holly Windsor who ran a national escort service. He didn’t say that Holly’s financial supporter had been Slim Simmons. He didn’t explain how he had moved into a high-paid position of executive management for Holly, evaluating not only the female escorts but their male customers as well. Psychological insights into people had become Power’s specialty.

That insight enabled him to see Kato as a man hopelessly in love with Beauty. He saw Kato as a somewhat spoiled son of rich people who had ambitions beyond his parents’ success. He knew that Kato’s folks owned Fine’s in Atlanta and that Kato had parlayed that into the purchase of Bloom’s. The fact that Kato needed Japanese mob money to make that purchase was of great interest to Power. In Power’s eyes, Kato had much in common with the characters he had met through Slim. He had worked with such characters and knew them inside out. They were schemers who required more than their own cunning to get by. They required brute force supplied by others. Kato looked good on the surface—he played the part of the brilliant young corporate genius—but underneath the façade was a criminal. Power was sick of criminals.

Yet Power’s own criminal past was nothing he wanted to reveal to Beauty. It would hurt his chances of reaching his goal—to get her away from Kato and bring her into his life where she belonged.

“Will you be staying in New York?” Kato asked.

“No,” he said. “I’m going back to Atlanta.”

“That’s crazy,” said Beauty, her voice filled with fear. “You need to stay as far away from Atlanta as you can.”

“I’ve stayed away long enough,” said Power. “I’ve got business to conclude there.”

“That business is over,” said Beauty.

“It’s not,” said Power. “It won’t be till I find him.”

“He’ll find you first,” said Beauty.

“If he does, he does. But I can’t stop looking.”

Kato said nothing. He liked the idea of Power going back to Atlanta to seek out Slim. The notion that Power was endangering his life did not bother Kato in the least. He wanted him as far away from Beauty as possible.

“Stay here, Power,” said Beauty. “Stay away from Slim.”

“When you first told me that six years ago, you were right,” said Power. “I didn’t believe you. I didn’t see what you saw. But you saw the truth. He killed my mother. Now he’s killed Wanda and Dre and God knows who else. I should have stayed away from him, but I didn’t. Now I have a responsibility that won’t let me stay away. I couldn’t live with myself if I didn’t meet that responsibility.”

“Kato’s associates can do it,” said Beauty.

“They’re hardly associates,” said Kato. “I have no real connection with them.”

“They did their job,” said Power, “and I’ll be grateful to you forever, Kato. But now it’s up to me.”

“That’s macho talk,” said Beauty. “You’re going to risk your life to prove what?”

“I’m not looking to prove anything,” Power said. “I’m looking to end this story before it gets worse.”

“You need to get out of the story,” said Beauty.

“I can’t.”

“Say something, Kato,” Beauty said, urging him. “Tell him that your people will find Slim.”

“I can’t do that,” said Kato. “I don’t control them. I don’t even know them. I’m not really involved in any of this. I can’t just—”

“Kato’s right,” said Power. “The man’s done enough. I don’t want to hurt him in any way.”

“But you’re the one who’ll wind up hurt,” said Beauty. “I’m scared you’ll wind up dead.”

“I couldn’t be any more scared than I’ve been these past two days,” Power said. “I went beyond the point of fear to some other realm.”

Beauty just shook her head. Kato remained silent. Power kept talking. “I’ve got to get back to Atlanta. The sooner the better.”

“And what will you do when you get there?” Beauty asked Power.

“Find him.”

“Tell him not to do that, Kato,” said Beauty. “Tell him your people can do that for him.”

“I have to wash my hands of this whole thing now,” Kato said.

“I understand,” said Power.

“And I understand,” Kato told Power, “that you have to do what you have to do.”

“You’re encouraging him?” Beauty angrily asked Kato.

“We each live our own life,” said Kato. “What can I say?”

“You’ll stay here for at least a few days,” Beauty said to Power. “We have a guest suite on the other side of the apartment.”

“Just tonight,” said Power. “Just to give me time to make arrangements to return to Atlanta.”

“You can stay as long as you want,” said Beauty.

Kato began to protest but, again, thought it best to stay silent.

“You don’t mind?” Power asked Kato.

“Not at all,” Kato lied.

 

Exhausted from his near-fatal ordeal, Power slept all afternoon and into the early evening. When he awoke, Aasta cooked him dinner.

“Mr. Yamamoto and Beauty have gone out for the evening,” she told Power. “They said they won’t be back till late, but they asked me to tell you to make yourself comfortable.”

Beauty had wanted to cancel their plans, but Kato insisted that they attend the dinner party at the Tribeca loft of a powerful fashion magazine editor. Beauty realized that it was a smart thing to do for her business—this editor had been generous in publicizing Beauty’s line—but she didn’t want to leave Power. The next day, however, Kato was returning to Paris. That would give her at least a few hours to try to convince Power to stay in New York.

“I’m not going to Paris tomorrow,” Kato told Beauty. They were riding back to Chelsea in their chauffeur-driven Mercedes. A heavy rain was washing over the city. The streets were slick, and from the tinted windows of the car, the neon lights of the city were a blur of red, yellow, blue, and green.

Kato was waiting to hear Beauty’s reaction. He realized that she might be disappointed. He sensed that she wanted to be alone with Power. But knowing she was being tested, Beauty covered up her true feelings.

“Good,” she said. “You’ve been traveling too much.”

“I want to stay here so we can start planning our wedding,” he said.

“Fine,” said Beauty.

“You don’t sound too excited.”

“Kato, I’ve been through a lot these past days.”

“But there is the promise of our marriage, isn’t there? Nothing has changed on that score.”

Beauty didn’t respond.

“I asked you,” Kato repeated, “if anything has changed on that score.”

“You don’t need to ask. I gave you my word.”

He squeezed her hand and kissed her cheek. She knew she should reciprocate but didn’t.

Back in their penthouse, Power was watching an old Eddie Murphy comedy on TV.

“I remember we saw that when we were kids,” said Beauty.

“Sit down and watch it with me.”

“Mind if I join you?” asked Kato.

“Of course not,” said Power. “It’s your place. I’m just passing through.”

Power and Beauty were seated on the couch, a respectable distance between them, while Kato sat in an armchair. Power and Beauty laughed at Eddie’s antics while Kato missed much of the humor. He forced himself to laugh. He felt out of it, an intruder in his own home. He was also tired but not about to go to bed and leave them alone.

When the movie was over, Beauty got up and, without touching Power, merely told him good night.

“We’ll see you in the morning,” said Kato. “If you need any help in making arrangements to return to Atlanta, just let me know.”

“Thanks, man,” said Power. “I will.”

Beauty and Kato went to their bedroom, where she changed quickly into a nightgown, slipped into bed, and turned off her nightlight. Her mind was overwhelmed with thoughts of Power sleeping in the guest suite. Kato soon joined her, wanting to make love.

“I’m too tired,” Beauty said.

“It’s been a while,” said Kato.

“I’m really exhausted,” Beauty said, protesting. “Please understand.”

Power went to bed an hour later. His mind was on Beauty, wondering what she wore to bed. He tried to sleep, but sleep wouldn’t come. At about four A.M., he wandered into the kitchen, wearing only white boxer shorts.

He opened the refrigerator and took out a half gallon of milk. He poured a glass and heated it in the microwave, hoping that warm milk might help him sleep. He was seated at the kitchen table when Beauty, wearing a black silk robe, walked into the kitchen.

“I see you couldn’t sleep either,” said Power.

“You shouldn’t be walking around here half naked,” said Beauty. “Please put on a robe.”

“I didn’t exactly have time to pack. I didn’t bring a robe.”

“I’ll bring one of Kato’s.”

Beauty left and returned with a terry-cloth robe with the fancy insignia of the Ritz hotel in Paris. She handed it to Power, who put it on.

“That better?” he asked.

“Much,” she answered. “Warm milk?”

“Yup, just like our mother gave us.”

“I should have some myself,” said Beauty.

“Have a seat,” said Power. “I’ll make it for you.”

He heated a glass of milk and handed it to her.

“Let’s make a toast,” he said.

“To what?” she asked.

“Us.”

“An unwise toast.”

“Let’s make it just the same,” said Power.

They clinked glasses and each took a sip of warm milk. It felt good, comforting, but it did not break the sexual heat between them as they sat across from each other at the kitchen table.

When Power moved his toe to brush against Beauty’s calf, she felt a jolt surge through her. She moved her leg away.

“Don’t,” she said. “Please.”

“Do you know how long I’ve been waiting to be with you?” he asked.

She didn’t answer.

“You’ve been waiting just as long,” he added.

“We don’t need to have this discussion,” she said.

“If we didn’t need to be together, Beauty, you wouldn’t have done what you did. You would have let Slim slit my throat.”

“Don’t even say that.”

“Well,” said Power, “isn’t that true?”

“I couldn’t let anything happen to you.”

“Isn’t that what they call love?”

“Of course I love you. I’ve never said I don’t. You’re my brother.”

“No, I’m not. We grew up in the same house but with different fathers, different mothers.”

“Your mother was my mother.”

“Only by adoption,” said Power. “Only through her love of your mother.”

“It’s a family love I’m talking about,” she said.

“Call it what you want, Beauty, but for six years I’ve dreamed of no one but you. Tell me you’ve never dreamed about me and I promise I won’t say another word.”

It was Beauty who didn’t say another word. She couldn’t deny it.

“Girl,” said Power, “I know what you’ve been dreaming. We both have.”

“It happened once,” she said, referring to the moment they had made love the night after Charlotte Clay, Power’s mother and Beauty’s adopted mother, had been killed. “It can’t happen again.”

“Why? That’s the question that’s been killing me all these years. All this time has gone by. We’re no longer two teenagers. You’ve gone your way, I’ve gone mine. I can see you’ve been through hell and back. I know I have. I want to hear what happened to you. I want to tell you what happened to me. If we were just two people meeting somewhere in the world, you know damn well we’d hit it off, we’d start talking, we’d start dating, we’d fall in love, and we’d promise to be together for the rest of our lives. You know I’m right.”

“But it didn’t happen that way, Power. We just didn’t meet like a normal girl and boy would meet. There was nothing normal about my mom dying so young and your mom taking me in. There was nothing normal about how Slim murdered her and lied to you; nothing normal about how I came here to escape all that; nothing normal about Anita Ward, the woman who mentored me; nothing normal about what she did to help me and confuse me and bring me to where I am now.”

“I want to hear about her,” said Power. “She’s Wanda Washington’s friend, isn’t she? I want to meet her.”

“She’s dead.”

“I’m sorry.”

Beauty took another sip from her milk and sighed. “So much has happened, Power, I don’t know where to start.”

“Start wherever you want. Take all the time you need. We have the rest of our lives to hear each other. I could listen to you forever.”

Beauty sighed again. “It’s too late,” she said.

“It’s still early,” he argued. “Early in our lives. We’ve just made twenty-two, and with everything we’ve learned we’re a world ahead of everyone else our age. If we join forces, there’s nothing we can’t achieve.”

“Join forces to do what?”

“Make a life together.”

“I have a life,” said Beauty. “I’m here with Kato.”

“You don’t love him. I can see it when you look at him.”

“We’re engaged.”

“Break it. Come back to Atlanta with me.”

“If it weren’t for Kato, you wouldn’t be here. He did what he did because I gave him my word. I promised him.”

“What ... that you’d marry him?”

“Yes.”

“You gave yourself to him in order to save me?”

Beauty nodded her head.

“You know something, Beauty, if I had known what was happening, I would have let Slim kill me.”

“You don’t mean that, Power.”

“I’ve lived my life two ways—with you and without you. Without you it isn’t worth a damn.”

He got up from the table and took her hand. More electricity, more shock jolting through her system. He took her in his arms, brought her to him, held her against his body. She felt his excitement, he felt hers.

“No, don’t, please ... ,” she said, protesting. “Not here, not now.”

“Then when?” he asked, stepping away.

“Never.”

“I’m never giving up.”

“It can’t happen like this,” said Beauty. “It’s unfair to Kato. He’s done everything to make me happy. He’s given me the career I’ve always dreamed of.”

“Your talent gave you that.”

“This is his home. I won’t violate it.”

“I’ll move into a hotel tomorrow. I’ll wait for you there. Take a day or two to get ready to tell him.”

“Tell him what?”

“That you can’t marry him. That you’re going back to Atlanta with me.”

“And give up everything?” Beauty asked.

“Give up nothing. Get everything—everything we both want.”

Beauty said nothing.

“You’ll think about it?” Power asked.

“How can I think about anything else?”

He smiled. He’d made his point. He approached her again, took her in his arms again, kissed her again, this time his mouth open. She opened hers. Her resistance melted. Their robes opened. He couldn’t stop. Neither could she. She put her hands around his neck. Inside her robe, he slipped his hands around the smooth skin of her naked buttocks and brought her to him. He backed her up against the stainless steel refrigerator. She was afraid that Kato might hear them and walk in, but the sensation of Power slowly entering her—a sensation she had imagined and reimagined for six long years—threw her into a state of ecstasy that ruled out reason. She was frenzied. He was gentle but persistent, her resistance melting, her heart beating, now seeking, now demanding, now receiving his deep thrusts with muffled cries of crazed pleasure.

The pleasure went on and on and on.

As he sat on a chair, she lowered herself on him.

The floor, the countertop, her back against the wall.

The leather couch in the den where, for the third or fourth or fifth time—Beauty lost count—she released with an intensity that drove her higher and higher, tears streaming from her eyes ... until...

She got up; she pushed him away; she found her robe; she grabbed a towel to clean up the residue of their passion; she hurried back to the bedroom, grateful that Kato was still sound asleep; she slipped into bed. She tried to stop shaking, but the pleasure was still on her; the madness of the passion wouldn’t let her sleep.

 

In the morning, Power was gone. He left a nice note, thanking Kato and saying he’d be in the city for a few more days at the Regency Hotel. He would try to call before he left, but if he didn’t, it was only because he was in a hurry to get home

“Strange,” said Kato to Beauty, “that he never mentions you in this note. Do you have plans to see him before he leaves?”

“No,” she said abruptly. “No plans at all.”

“He didn’t want to tell you good-bye in person?” asked Kato.

“I’ve got to get to the office for a meeting with a buyer,” said Beauty, ignoring his question while pushing Power—and last night’s insane passion—out of her mind.

 

Power was in his room at the Regency. He had showered and ordered up breakfast. In his mind, he was still reliving what had happened the night before. He was still feeling Beauty. Usually sexual fantasies don’t match reality. But in this case, reality had been even greater than the fantasy. Beyond the explosive nature of the physical encounter, there was also love—he was sure it was love—that contributed mightily to their union. It was love, not just pleasure, that they found in one another’s bodies. It was love that would bring Beauty back to him today. Love would make her leave Kato. Love would convince her to be with Power. Love would do what only love can do—change their lives for the better.

He would wait in that hotel room until she arrived.

 

When Beauty arrived at work, her mind was on Power. Her body was still tingling, images from last night still reeling in her mind. She did, in fact, have a meeting with an important buyer from California. She needed to focus on selling this buyer the Young Beauty line of teen dresses for next season. But concentration didn’t come easily. She thought about Power in his hotel room. She wanted to go there. She wanted to be with him. She wanted him again. Sex in the kitchen was incredible, but it was also restricted. She couldn’t cry out; she couldn’t do everything she wanted to do to him; he couldn’t do everything he wanted to do to her. A hotel room had no restrictions. It was there for the very purpose of having uninhibited sex. She wanted uninhibited sex.

The buyer entered her office. She was a mousy woman with a pretty smile and fashionable shoes. She spoke with a French accent. She expressed genuine interest in Beauty’s line. Beauty thanked her and began to show her the new designs. The buyer asked a number of questions. Beauty answered them succinctly, eager to get the meeting over with. She knew she could have been far more charming with this buyer, but her charm was exhausted. She wanted this woman to leave so she could go back and daydream of Power.

When the woman left, Beauty asked her assistant to bring a cappuccino. Coffee would help. She was tired, nervous. Just for the hell of it, she got on the Internet and went to the website of the Regency Hotel. The rooms looked lovely. She wondered whether Power was on a high floor. She looked at the telephone number of the hotel, studied it, memorized it, and then tried to forget it. She had to forget it. She had to forget Power. But she knew that was a silly thought, that was impossible; he was there and would continue to be there, deep in her soul, forever. Or would he? Wasn’t that just a silly romantic convention that needed to be challenged? He needed to be forgotten. He would be forgotten. She would forget him because remembering him did nothing but confuse her mind and upset her life. She had plans that were working; she had a fiancé who not only had given her everything she desired, but wanted to give her even more.

Sex was fine. Sex was wonderful. Sex was ecstasy, but sex wasn’t real life. Sex was something that happened between her and Power on a super-intense level. It was good between them—she had to admit it was sensational—but those sensations die and life goes on. Life is about practicality. She had struggled for years to get where she wanted to be. And why, in the name of reason, should a single sexual encounter throw her life into chaos?

It shouldn’t. It couldn’t.

But what about one last sexual marathon? What difference would that make? Couldn’t she allow herself a few more hours of pleasure before telling him good-bye forever?

No, that was foolish and selfish. The truth, she thought, was the very opposite: The more you get, the more you want. The more you yield, the more you want to yield again. Temptation doesn’t disappear when you act on it; it grows stronger.

The strength of her relationship with Power was rooted in sex and sex alone.

But was that true? When she reached out to save him, was she saving him so she could enjoy sex with him? No. At that moment she didn’t even think of sex. She thought of him—his decency, his sweetness, his consideration and compassion. She cared deeply for him. But caring isn’t necessarily love. Or is it? Was she capable of leaving Kato and everything he had provided? Could she really run off with Power?

Of course not. Which is why she couldn’t run off to spend a few hours with him at the hotel. She owed him more than that. She owed him her respect. And so if she did decide to visit him at the hotel, it would only be to tell him just that.

I respect you, Power. I admire you. I wish you well. I’ve come here to say it in person because the phone is too impersonal. Good luck. Good-bye.

Beauty looked at her watch. Noon. She’d run over to the Regency and be done with this dilemma once and for all.

“Have lunch plans?” asked Kato, standing at her door.

She was flustered. She guessed that he knew she was thinking of running over to the Regency. He had come to save her just as he had saved Power.

“No plans,” she said.

“Great, I’ve made reservations at the Four Seasons.”

 

The Four Seasons restaurant, one of the classiest in the city, sat at Park Avenue and Fifty-second Street. The Regency Hotel, at Park and Sixty-first, sat only nine short blocks to the north.

Beauty was aware of the proximity. She wondered whether Kato was as well. She didn’t want to ask him. She didn’t have to ask him. He had a list of questions he was asking her, all about their wedding.

“Paris is right, don’t you think?” he asked.

“Paris is fine.”

“And the Ritz hotel?”

“The Ritz is beautiful.”

“We’ll get the grand ballroom. I hope you won’t think it’s vulgar if we make some discreet overtures to select members of the press.”

“There’s no reason why we shouldn’t get coverage.”

“You don’t think that would commercialize the event?” Kato asked.

“We’re in commerce, Kato. We want to expand our commerce. We want to broadcast our brand. I say invite all the press you want.”

“I was hoping you’d see it that way.”

“I do.”

“I love hearing you say those two words.”

Beauty tried to smile, but a smile wouldn’t come. Instead she took a sip of wine and had a chilled oyster. She looked around the room and, at separate tables, spotted Barbara Walters, Bill Clinton, and Julia Roberts.

“What about early December?” asked Kato. “That’ll give us two months to plan. Is that enough time?”

“Good,” said Beauty. “Let’s get it over with.”

The comment struck Kato in the heart. Beauty immediately saw her mistake.

“I didn’t mean it that way,” she said. “I just meant let’s get all the tedious arrangements out of the way.”

“If you don’t want a big splashy wedding, we don’t have to have one.”

“I want whatever you want, Kato. I really do. I’m sorry I made that remark. It didn’t come out right.”

“I understand,” said Kato.

Beauty wondered whether he really did. She wondered what Power was doing at his room at the Regency. All during lunch her thoughts drifted back to last night and all she had felt. During dessert, she wondered whether she could make up an excuse—I have a dentist’s appointment, I’m getting my nails done, I’m going to the spa—that would allow her to visit the Regency.

“Why don’t we go by the Regency on our way back to the store so we can invite Power to our wedding and tell him good-bye in person?”

Kato had read her mind. Or at least part of her mind. The problem was, Beauty didn’t know her own mind.

“You go,” she said. “I have a crazy afternoon. A million things to do.”

“I’d rather not go without you.”

“Then don’t go.”

“But he is an awfully nice guy, and he is your brother, and I really hope he can come to our wedding.”

“Then go,” said Beauty.

“I will.”

 

When the phone rang, Power jumped. He was certain it was Beauty calling him from the lobby.

“Power?”

“Yes.”

“It’s Kato. I was hoping you were there. Come down and we’ll have a quick cup of coffee.”

Taken by complete surprise, Power hesitated. He didn’t know what to say. Had Beauty told Kato about last night? He couldn’t imagine she would have. Had Kato heard or seen them making love? That wasn’t likely, given Kato’s friendly tone of voice. On the other hand, maybe Kato was one of those guys who hug you before they plug you. Power couldn’t be sure.

“Okay,” he heard himself saying, “I’ll be right down.” Curiosity proved stronger than caution.

Kato was waiting in the lobby, a smile on his face.

“Beauty wanted to come to tell you herself,” said Kato, “but she has a load of work. She asked me to apologize for her.”

“What’s up?” asked Power.

“Let’s go to the bar.”

Kato ordered an espresso and Power a Coke.

“We’re getting married in Paris in December and we want you to be a member of the wedding.”

Power’s heart was on the floor. He tried to keep his eyes fixed on Kato, but it was hard. His eyes wanted to close, tear up, roll into the back of his head.

“Congratulations,” Power said weakly. That was all he could manage.

“I’d love for you to be in the wedding,” said Kato. “I’m sure Beauty feels the same. Would you honor me by being a groomsman?”

Power was trying to keep his emotions together. On the surface, Kato was a nice guy—polite, considerate, smart. He was a nerd, but Power had come to respect nerds. He saw Kato as someone who got the job done. It seemed like Kato had no idea that Power and Beauty were lovers.

But maybe that was just a cover. Maybe he really did know, and by showing up in person to announce his engagement to Beauty he was letting Power know that he, Kato, had won the war for the lady’s heart. If this was the case, then Kato was a son of a bitch and, right then and there, in this fancy bar in this fancy hotel, Power wanted to level him. On the other hand, Power wasn’t sure. More than anger or even suspicion, he felt grief. He felt sadness for learning that what seemed so right to him last night—that he and Beauty were fated to live their lives together—seemed so wrong to Beauty.

“Hey, man,” he finally found the strength to tell Kato, “it’s good of you to ask, but I don’t know where I’ll be in December. I gotta put my life back together.”

“Just be careful,” said Kato. “None of us want anything to happen to you. You’re family. If there’s anything we can do, we’re here for you.”

“I think you’ve done enough,” said Power, allowing the hint of warning to hang in the air.

 

Back in his room, alone and downhearted, Power searched for hope. Just because Kato came to say good-bye didn’t mean that Beauty might not come later. Kato had no notion of the incredibly intense attraction between Power and Beauty. Or even if he did have a hint, he couldn’t know that it was strong enough to change Beauty’s life. Beauty was getting ready to shock Kato like he had never been shocked before. She was getting ready to leave him. After this cordial meeting at the bar of the Regency Hotel, Kato would go back to his store and find that Beauty was gone. Or later that night he’d go home and find a note from Beauty saying she had left him for Power.

It was going to happen.

It had to happen.

But it didn’t happen that afternoon, and it didn’t happen that night. When Power tried calling Beauty’s cell, he got the voice mail. His message was short, “I’m waiting,” but there was no return call.

That evening he ate in his hotel room alone. He was tired of waiting. He was exhausted from hoping. He thought of actually going over to Kato’s penthouse and confronting Beauty, but he knew that was a mistake. There was nothing more to say or do. He simply had to wait until she came to her senses and saw that she needed to be with him.

When morning came, Power had barely slept. He had to go out. He also owed a call to Holly Windsor, the woman who had employed him before he was kidnapped. He ran her escort business in New York, the most important branch of her business. It was a multimillion-dollar enterprise and he needed to explain his absence.

Holly already knew. She had just flown in from Miami and gotten to her New York office when Power called.

“Darling,” she said—Holly called everyone “darling”—“thank God you’re all right. I’ve been getting reports from all over. Where are you now?”

“New York.”

“You must come over, darling. We must talk in person.”

Because it was Slim who had set up the job with Holly, and because Slim had originally underwritten Holly’s enterprise, Power was hesitant.

Sensing his reluctance, Holly said, “You’re safe here. I severed financial ties with Slim a long while back. My loyalty is to you, dear Power, not Slim. Come quickly. I have a lot to tell you and I know you have things to tell me.”
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