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For Alpha Valree Hines Westbrook, my extraordinary 95-years-young
 great aunt, who taught in the Georgia school systems for more
 than thirty years, and who during Sunday School classes and
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All was quiet on the West Coast front. And all was cozy in Bianca Livingston’s world as she lay cuddled up next to Xavier Marquis, her husband and the love of her life. Had it been only seventy-two hours ago when she thought she’d go crazy?

Just three short days before this moment, Bianca had stood in the center of TOSTS—her pride and joy—ready to pull the hair she’d decided to grow long again right back out of her head. The chic, quaint eatery on Los Angeles’s west side, formally named Taste of Soul Tapas Style, was two days away from its one-year anniversary celebration. The place had been in chaos. The truffle, caviar, and special champagne shipments had all been backordered, the cleaners had destroyed the new waitstaff uniforms, and the chef had been called away due to a death in his immediate family. The stress had brought on the unexpected arrival of Miss Flo, Bianca’s monthly, complete with bloating, cramps, and a pounding headache. What was a sistah to do?

Put on her big-girl panties and make it happen, that’s what. What other choice was there?

Forty-eight hours ago, Bianca had huddled with her assistant and the sous-chef, who’d then called all over America until they found last-minute supplies of truffles, caviar, and bubbly. After reaming the cleaners a new a-hole, Xavier had called in a favor from a designer friend and had ten new uniforms whipped up posthaste. Finding a selfless bone in her weary body, Bianca had had flowers delivered to the funeral home that housed her chef’s brother and had quieted Miss Flo and Company with some prescription-strength pain pills.

Twenty-four hours ago, Bianca had finished her day at the second L. A. Livingston Corporation establishment, the increasingly popular soul food restaurant, Taste of Soul. She’d spent two hours on a conference call with her brother, Jefferson, and the finance department at corporate headquarters, overseen a fiftieth birthday luncheon for a party of twenty-five, and soothed the soul of a hapless vegetarian who’d been losing her mind because she’d eaten the cabbage and then realized that this particular selection was seasoned with smoked turkey legs. Bianca had found it convenient that sistah-girl had eaten the entire plate before making this observation, demanding her money back and threatening lawsuits. Not to mention that she’d somehow missed reading the ingredients to the Chaka Khan Cabbage side dish clearly listed on the menu. Bianca was furious but had too much work and too little time to argue. She’d given the emoting customer a gift certificate for two free dinners and a menu to take home so that she could study it before placing her next order. With a bright smile to hide her frustration, Bianca had asked Ms. I-Haven’t-Eaten-Meat-In-Twenty-Years to pay particular attention to the items with a small v beside the name, identifying them as vegetarian dishes.

Eight hours ago, Bianca had linked arms with her husband and officially welcomed the guests to TOSTS’ one-year anniversary. Tickets for the evening’s event had been steep—two thousand dollars—but the price included an all-you-can-eat buffet, a champagne fountain (filled with the double-priced bubbly that had had to be rush-ordered and FedEx’d to the event), and an intimate evening with the night’s entertainment, Prince. As if pleasing the palate and the auditory senses weren’t enough, the tickets were also tax deductible, with part of the proceeds benefiting a soup kitchen. Following in the footsteps that the Taste of Soul founders Marcus and Marietta Livingston had set, the establishments Bianca managed did their part in making the communities around them a better place.

An hour ago, Bianca had kicked four-inch-high stilettos off her aching feet, slid a Mychael Knight designer original off her shoulders, separated herself from a Victoria’s Secret thong, and eased into the master suite’s dual-head marble shower. Seconds later, Xavier had joined her.

“Mon bien-aimé de chocolat,” Xavier murmured as he eased up behind Bianca and wrapped her in his arms. “You are the chocolate on the menu for which my heart beat all night long.” He took the sponge from her hand and began soaping her slender body from head to toe.

“Mmm, that feels good,” Bianca said. She leaned back against her husband’s wide, firm chest. Moments before, she’d been dog tired, but now her husband’s ministrations were filling her with new, lusty energy. She wriggled her soapy body against his and was immediately rewarded with a long, thick soldier coming quickly to attention. They made quick work of the cleaning process before Xavier lifted Bianca against the cool marble wall and joined them together in the age-old dance of love. The contrast of the cool marble, hot water, and even hotter desire swirled into a symphony with a melody known by Xavier and Bianca alone. This was their first time together in almost seventy-two hours. Ecstasy came quickly, and then they climbed into bed for an encore.

Five minutes ago, Bianca had screamed in delight as her body shook with the intensity of a seismic climax. Xavier, the quieter of the two lovers, had shifted rhythms from second to third, before picking up speed and heading for his own orgasmic finale. He hissed, moaned, squeezed Bianca tightly, and went over the edge. Too spent to move, Bianca had kissed Xavier on the nose, turned herself to spoon up against him, and vowed to take a shower first thing in the morning. She smiled as Xavier kissed her on the neck. That man knows how to rock my world, she thought as she looked at the clock. It was early morning: 4:45.

At 4:50, a shadowy figure crouched along the buildings on Los Angeles’s west side. He stopped, looked both ways, and walked purposefully toward a door on the other side of the alley. It was the back door to TOSTS—Taste of Soul Tapas Style. In less than one hour, Bianca Livingston’s world would get rocked again.




2

On the other side of the country, near Lithonia, Georgia, Marcus and Marietta Livingston were enjoying their morning ritual. It was 8:30 a.m. and because of hard-dying habits honed over half a century of work, this couple had already been up for more than two hours. Marcus pored over the business and sports sections of the Atlanta Journal-Constitution while Marietta watched the Today show. Or at least that’s what Marcus had thought until he looked over to find her staring off into the distance with the slightest of frowns on her usually placid, still wrinkle-free face.

“What is it, Etta?” he asked, though he already knew the answer.

“Nothing,” Marietta replied.

Marcus put down the newspaper. “Uh-huh, I know that nothing, which means it’s definitely something. You got a feeling, huh?”

Marietta nodded, her eyes narrowed.

“Good one or bad one?”

Glancing at her husband, Marietta responded, “It’s got my stomach rumbling a little bit.”

Marcus passed a weary hand across his chocolate brown, still-handsome face. Two years ago when his wife’s stomach “got to rumbling,” they’d soon received a phone call telling them that one of their twin sons, Adam, had been shot. Last year she could have sworn that something was going on in the company, something that—like now—had given her indigestion. Later, their eyes had been glued to the screen as they watched a man in handcuffs named Quintin Bright get carted off to jail. Turns out he’d somehow hacked his way into a Livingston Corporation bank account and helped himself to hard-earned company funds. To this day, Marcus believed that there was more to that story than the twins had shared. He figured now may be just as good a time as any to get to the bottom of that mystery, along with the one that even now had his wife’s face, as beautiful in her seventh decade as it had been in her second, marred with a frown.

 



“Mama.” Bianca paused, trying to hold on to the last vestiges of control she had before breaking down from the pressure of an early morning phone call. “Let me talk to Daddy.”

Diane Livingston, who’d been enjoying a cup of coffee with her husband in the family’s newly remodeled kitchen, immediately knew something was amiss. She sat up straighter, put down her coffee cup, and asked, “What’s wrong?”

“It’s business!” Bianca cried. “I need to speak to Ace!”

Ace heard Bianca’s raised voice and reached for the phone. A quick look passed between him and Diane. “Ace speaking,” he calmly answered. He’d noted the alarm in his daughter’s voice yet spoke professionally, the way he always did when discussing work with his children.

This sense of normalcy was exactly what Bianca needed to calm her escalating panic. “Ace,” she said, speaking in a strong voice even as tears threatened, “there’s been a fire.”

Fire, Ace mouthed to Diane, who looked on with deep concern. “Where at, baby?”

“At TOSTS.”

Ace frowned, the father in him replacing the businessman. “Bianca, are you okay?”

She, too, segued from businesswoman to daughter. “Yes, Daddy. A little panicked but otherwise I’m fine.”

“Where are you?”

“We’re on our way to the restaurant.”

“Xavier is with you?”

“He’s driving.”

“Good.” It had been a rocky road at first, but Ace had come to both respect and love his fiercely independent son-in-law. “Call me as soon as you get to the site.”

“Okay, I will.”

“And, Bianca?”

“Yes?”

“We’ll be on our way there just as soon as the pilot can gas up.”

They said their good-byes and Bianca hung up the phone. Even though she didn’t know the extent of the damage, she didn’t think for a moment to tell her father not to come. When something happened to one Livingston, it happened to all of them. That’s just how they rolled.

 



Marietta was channel surfing but upon seeing a commercial featuring her grandson, she stopped. “You can barely turn on the TV these days without seeing Toussaint.” She tried to add a bit of chagrin to her tone, but it couldn’t get past all the pride in her voice. “That child sure loves a camera.”

“And the camera loves him,” Marcus said, noting how handsome his grandson looked and how natural speaking to millions through a small camera lens came to him. Because of his presence on the Food Network and his brother Malcolm’s BBQ Soul Smoker invention, the Taste of Soul brand had witnessed a phenomenal national growth spurt in the last two years. The line of Livingston barbeque sauces was now in every major chain across the country, including Target and Walmart, and was being sold in very large volumes.

“Did you ever see this coming, Marcus? Any of this?”

Marcus shook his head. He knew exactly to what Marietta referred. When they took over managing a small barbeque joint on Atlanta’s famed Auburn Avenue at the beginning of the civil rights movement, they had no idea that their tireless efforts would result in a trend-setting food conglomerate that, combined with the entrepreneurial efforts of the third generation of Livingstons, was worth well over a half a billion dollars. “All I wanted to do was get through college and save enough to buy you a ring.”

“Oh, so you were that sure of yourself, huh?” Marietta asked, a twinkle in her eye as she remembered the tall, dark, handsome man who’d cut quite a swath across campus. “And all this time I thought you were just looking for a competent waitress.”

“Honey, the way you whipped up those baked beans and potato salad, not to mention how those curves of yours filled out that baby blue uniform? Any man would have been a fool not to know you were worth more than a weekly paycheck.”

“Ha! Especially when that check barely topped ten dollars.”

“C’mon, now. You got to keep the tips.”

Marietta fixed him with a look of chagrin, but her eyes were smiling. “We were crazy to do what we did.”

“Yeah, well, crazy comes with youth.”

These septuagenarians became quiet as they remembered those early days, when Marietta was carrying a full load at Spelman and Marcus was juggling a double major at Morehouse. The days before both of their thick heads of hair turned gray. Marcus’s father had inspired in him the love of grilling. Even as a teenager, helping Papa Nash cook vats of his secret barbeque sauce on Saturday afternoons was one of his favorite pastimes. A whole hog would be turning on the spit and Mama Jane would be whipping up cobblers in the kitchen. The next day, he and his brother would jump into their grandfather’s jalopy and sell barbeque dinners across Alabama, where Marcus was born, until the foil-wrapped dinners were gone. A whole pig every single Sunday ... that’s what they’d sell.

And that’s how Marcus had gotten seriously bit by the barbeque business bug. When a classmate told him that his uncle needed help at his restaurant, Marcus jumped at the chance to run the spot. Later, when the owner decided to sell, Marcus took a look at the ledgers and the long lines of patrons and put his dreams of becoming a doctor on permanent hold. After a handshake sealed the deal, he brought in the woman he’d been eyeing at the Spelman / Morehouse meet-ups to run the front of the house and married her that same year. The next year saw the birth of their twins, Adam and Abram (nicknamed Ace), and the rest is Livingston history.

Both Marcus’s and Marietta’s attention was pulled back to the television when a “Breaking News” banner filled the screen. Soon thereafter, a reporter came into view, with a smoldering building serving as her backdrop. Marietta reached for the remote and turned up the volume.

“An explosion rocked Sunset Strip early this morning,” the reporter intoned in an appropriately serious voice, “sending residents running for cover and causing early morning joggers near the location to flee for their lives. Officials say that TOSTS—”

“Jesus!” Marietta exclaimed.

Marcus leaned forward as a scowl jumped onto his face. “... the trendy tapas bar on the city’s west side went up in flames around five a.m., totally destroying the building and all its contents. So far it appears that the business was empty. No injuries or missing persons have been reported. Major damage was sustained by the neighboring buildings as well, but at this time, reports remain sketchy as to the cause of this powerful blaze. What is known is that this morning, as the smoke clears, it is to find that this popular new establishment, Taste of Soul Tapas Style, has literally gone up in smoke. For Channel Eleven News, I’m Leslie Myers reporting.”

Marcus had already reached for the phone and was speed-dialing his son’s number as Marietta muted the television. No words were exchanged. None were needed. Because both knew they’d just heard why Marietta had “got a feeling” that made her stomach rumble.
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“Toussaint!” Alexis Livingston hefted her eleven-month-old daughter onto her hip as she headed to the master suite, her waist-length locs swinging back and forth with the motion. “Baby, come here!”

Toussaint shut off the water and stepped out of the shower. Ignoring the water pooling off his dark chocolate, six-foot-two-inch frame (not to mention his delectable nine-inch flame), he reached the bathroom door in four long strides. He’d heard the tremor in his wife’s voice. Something was wrong.

They reached the bathroom door at the same time—Alexis on one side, Toussaint on the other. He pulled open the door and, seeing his daughter’s observant eyes and ready smile, muted his response. “What is it?”

“The news,” Alexis said, walking into the suite and turning the television to CNN. “They just broke a story about a fire at TOSTS.” CNN had moved on to another story so Alexis kept punching the remote, searching for another station that might be reporting on what she’d just heard.

Still naked, Toussaint walked to his cell phone charging on the nightstand. He punched Bianca’s number on speed dial. The call went to voice mail. “Cuz, it’s me. Lexy just saw something about a fire at TOSTS. Call me.”

In the time it took for Toussaint to leave the message, Alexis had gone into the bathroom, retrieved a towel, and begun to dry off her husband’s still-wet body. He reached for it, carelessly wrapping it around his lean hips while he balanced the cell phone under his chin. The call to his parents’ house went through. His mother answered.

“Good morning, son.”

“Mama, have you heard?”

Candace Livingston, who had been working out in the family’s home gym, trying to keep size fourteen from becoming sixteen, turned off the treadmill and reached for her water bottle. “Heard what?” she said, before stepping down and taking a long swig.

“There’s been a fire at TOSTS.”

Candace almost choked on the liquid. “What?”

“I was in the shower, but Lexy heard the tail end of a breaking news story about a fire that happened early this morning. She’s trying to find the story on another news station. I just called Bianca and got voice mail.”

Candace immediately went into Livingston mode: everyone informed, everyone involved. “I’ll call your father.”

“Good. I’ll call Ace.” Toussaint got ready to call his uncle, but before he began dialing, his phone rang. “Ace,” he said after checking the caller ID, “I was just calling you about the fire at TOSTS.”

“Bianca called a short while ago.”

“She’s okay, then?”

“Yes. She and Xavier were on their way to the restaurant when we talked. She had no idea then how bad it was.”

“It looks pretty bad, Ace.”

“So you saw the news.”

“I’m looking at the picture right now.” Toussaint sat on the love seat in the master suite’s sitting room, taking in the devastation he viewed with disbelief. “It looks like a war zone.

“Bianca had to have been devastated when she saw it.”

“I just tried to reach her before calling you and got voice mail.”

“She’s tied up with the authorities and reporters. Xavier called to give me an update. I told him we were heading that way within the hour.”

“I’ll meet you at the airport.”

“Adam is going to stay here and hold down the fort, and try and keep Mama and Daddy calmed down.”

“The grands know about this already?”

“Yes,” Ace said with a sigh. “They were watching television when the story broke.”

“Well, so much for keeping GrandMar out of this one.” GrandMar was what the family called Marcus after Toussaint’s older brother, then two years old, refused to call him Grandpa or anything else.

Ace’s chuckle held no humor. “We’ve been fortunate to keep him and Mama unaware of the level of craziness the family has handled these past few years. But he’s going to be smack dab in the middle of this situation. He’s already on his way to the office. Needless to say, Adam is in for a grilling.”

Toussaint smiled in spite of the seriousness of events. “Marcus Livingston ... my man.”

“It’s been hard trying to keep Daddy in retirement.”

“And out of family drama, especially when the news is all over the TV.”

Ace’s next thought was verbalized before he could stop it. “I just hope this was an accidental fire that can be handled with a few insurance papers and an efficient construction company.”

Toussaint was immediately on alert. “Of course it’s an accident. What else could it be?”

“Nothing else,” Ace said a bit too quickly.

“Uncle ...”

Of the business dynasty’s third generation, Toussaint was by far the most volatile. But spilled milk couldn’t be put back in the bottle, so Ace tried to make light of what he’d just said. “Don’t mind me, boy. You know I watch too many crime shows, always looking for an ulterior motive around every corner.”

Toussaint laughed, but an uneasy feeling remained. With all that had happened to the Livingston clan over the past two years, no one would fault them for being paranoid. “I’ll meet you at the airport,” Toussaint finished.

“I’ll call Jefferson so he can meet us there as well.” Ace hung up and quickly dialed his son. When Jefferson’s home phone went to voice mail, he hung up and dialed his cell. There, too, he was met with a message. “Jeff, it’s Ace. Meet me at our private hangar as soon as you get this message. There was an explosion at TOSTS last night. It burned to the ground. Your sister needs us.”

 



On the other side of town, Jefferson Livingston rested his head against the back of his chocolate-brown leather recliner. His television was muted, yet he watched images of firemen scurrying behind his sister, whom he’d earlier heard speak of her sadness at arriving to a business quickly going up in flames. He took a drink, punched the button on his answering machine, and listened once again to his father’s request—to meet them at the airport for an emergency flight to Los Angeles. A part of Jefferson knew that he should be off the couch, in the shower, and flying through traffic to board the plane. But the larger part of him—the part that was still smarting over the fact that Bianca had been chosen for the West Coast job over him in the first place, and the part that knew his favorite cousin, Toussaint, had cast his vote for her, and the part that still wrestled with other, more personal events that happened last year—didn’t give a damn.

He looked down at his glass and, noting that it was empty, reached beside him. Soon a small trickle of premium cognac was filling the crystal tumbler that for the past few months had rarely left his side when he was home.

It was not yet 10:00 a.m., but for Jefferson, the fact that liquor had replaced coffee as his breakfast drink of choice had stopped being a problem.
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As news about the TOSTS fire spread across metropolitan Atlanta, Georgia, reaction was mixed.

At the law firm Riley & Company, Cooper Riley, Bianca’s ex-fiancé, slowly sipped his coffee as he watched the woman he’d loved for more than half his life being interviewed on the news. His heart clenched in spite of himself as he watched her, looking attractively disheveled in a T-shirt and jeans, her shoulder-length brown hair pulled back in a ponytail, no makeup and beautiful. He tried not to notice the strapping Frenchman by her side, his arm protectively wrapped around her shoulders, a scowl properly displaying both power and concern. Cooper was in love with another woman and happier than he ever thought he’d be without Bianca. But a part of him still ached for her. As he turned off the television and opened the file of the day’s cases that were before him, he wondered if it would always be this way.

 



In downtown Atlanta, near the Bank of America building, Shyla Martin’s eyes remained glued to the television set even though she’d seen the newsflash half a dozen times. Serves those bastards right, she thought as she absentmindedly stirred her tea. The ex-marketing director for the Livingston Corporation, who’d once been an integral part of their operations, Shyla had had a rib to pick with this soul-food dynasty ever since she was unceremoniously canned almost two years ago. Selective memory had allowed her to disregard the fact that very specific actions on her part had led to their parting of the ways. Namely that she’d tried to take her and Toussaint’s casual intimacy to the next level by inviting herself on a business trip, finagling her way into his hotel suite, and shocking the guest who he had invited—and who was now his wife—when she’d returned to their room. Instead of Toussaint, a near-naked Shyla had lounged in the bed.

To call the subsequent chain of events a brouhaha would be putting it mildly. Shyla was asked—translated, forced—to submit her resignation, and an attractive incentive of a $200,000 severance payment had sweetened the deal. She’d left the company and, for a while, the state. Her return last year had not been without its share of drama, and now, with a dwindling savings account and a still-bare ring finger on her left hand, forty-one-year-old Shyla found herself working at a small advertising firm, one she’d snubbed her nose at years ago when they’d tried to entice her away from Taste of Soul and one she’d come crawling back to—head held high and attitude in place, mind you—six months ago.

Shyla flipped through the channels to see if there was another station reporting the fire from another angle. Satisfied that there was not, she turned off the TV and once again focused her attention on her latest project—a campaign for an all-inclusive insurance company. An undertaking that was about as exciting as watching a turtle cross the lawn, Shyla decided. And then, without warning, something else came to mind. Or, more specifically someone. Shyla stood from her desk and walked to a window that looked out onto a nondescript parking lot. Its plainness, however, could not dim the beauty of the warm, spring day with bright blue skies, fluffy cumulus clouds, and sun everywhere. Nor could the concrete crowded with parked cars skew the vision in her mind’s eye of a man she hadn’t seen in over a year and had seldom thought about ... a man who at one time could almost cause her to orgasm just by looking at her. “Interesting that I’d think of him,” she whispered to herself, even as she returned to her desk to again focus on the insurance campaign. “I wonder if he watched the news today.”

 



He’d watched. And now, in a prison more than five hundred miles away, Quintin Bright settled his back against a narrow bench. He gripped the steel rod above him, the ends of which held one-hundred-pound weights. He balanced his large feet on either side of the bench, planted them firmly on the concrete below him, closed his eyes, and channeled all of his energy into lifting the barbell off of its dock and high above his head. “One,” his exercise partner intoned. “Two,” he said after Quintin had lowered the bar and raised it again. And on it went until Quintin had successfully completed ten repetitions, his muscled arms glistening with sweat and rippling with power as he lowered the bar a final time and placed it in its holder. And as he lay back on the bench gathering his strength to do ten more, he thought of the newscast he’d heard earlier today. The family he felt was responsible for his present predicament had experienced a setback. Quintin felt the joy of this turnabout. Those Livingston muthafuckas are getting a little taste of the heat I’ve been feeling for the past damn year. Quintin smiled, reached for the bar, and after making quick work of ten more lifts, sauntered over to the basketball court to finish his one hour of exercise in the prison yards.

 



Joyce Witherspoon ran a hand through her freshly cut curls as she watched the news story being reported on television with more than a mild interest. Just yesterday she’d clicked on the TOSTS Web site, becoming immediately intrigued with the eatery’s idea of serving upscale soul-food appetizers and high-end signature drinks. Her mind envisioned such cuisine at her events: being offered to guests by handsome servers in stark-white jackets. Bad blood between them aside, Joyce continued to admire the Livingstons’ highly astute business acumen, still desired to marry their successful reputation and stellar food with her rapidly growing business. Reaching for her mouse, she absentmindedly scrolled through the five-page proposal outlining a series of fund-raisers for a political client. But her eyes weren’t really seeing what she’d typed for the influential congressman Jon Abernathy. They were focused on another proposal. One she’d sent to the Livingstons about two years ago ...

She’d just started her event planning business, Loving Spoonful, and had approached Adam Livingston about Taste of Soul and its legendary chef, Oliver Bouvier, becoming her primary catering source. Part of the reason she’d initiated these discussions in the first place was because she’d wanted him to get a little taste too. Of her. He’d initially dismissed her overt flirtations but after a while made it clear that he was not only happy with his wife, Candace, but also faithful to her. At the end of the first round it was Business: 1, Personal: 0.

Then there was his son, Malcolm. This business partnership had started quite by accident, through conversations begun when she’d run into him at FGO, For Gentlemen Only, an exclusive old boys’ club recently opened to women. The result had been her very critical participation in the launch of his wildly successful meat smoker. Something else had almost commenced—an affair. His marriage had hit a rough patch, and Joyce had been more than willing to help him smooth things over. She’d even gotten a chance to stroke the Livingston love stick—long, thick, and she imagined quite powerful. But much to her chagrin, she’d discovered that something called the Livingston legacy trumped the desire of a Livingston stick, and fondling aside, she’d basically come away empty-handed. Oh, he’d paid her for her participation in presenting his invention, and then he’d politely told her to get the hell on. At the end of the second round: Business: 2, Personal: 0.

Joyce clicked off the presentation and picked up the phone. It had been more than a year since her last dealings with the Livingstons. Perhaps enough time had passed for her to attempt yet another venture with this soul-food dynasty. In short: maybe it was time for round three.
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Chardonnay Wilson sat in her office at the Taste of Soul Buckhead location, her eyes riveted to the flat screen. It had been that way since the restaurant’s assistant manager first arrived at work and heard the news: Bianca Livingston’s business baby—Taste of Soul Tapas Style—had burned the hell up. “God don’t like ugly,” she mumbled under her breath, sitting back in her chair and crossing her arms. That’s what y’all nuckas get for not giving me the paper you promised. She’d never gotten over what happened last year—that she’d helped put the man who’d stolen from the Livingston Corporation behind bars, only to have them renege on the reward money. They’d promised up to a quarter million. Instead, for her troubles she’d gotten ten lousy grand. That she’d seriously damaged her money-making position with the Livingstons before said man was captured (by trying to blackmail Bianca and when that didn’t work, later selling a story about her to the Atlanta Inquirer) was—for Chardonnay—beside the point. If she’d had her way, a few more locations would go up in flames, along with some of their houses.

She was tired of seeing wealthy people get over on others without consequences. Now, if you were poor, and hustling, and trying to get over, that was another story. Namely hers. So even though her babies were fed from Livingston paychecks, her bosses’ seemingly effortless success (that had actually come through hard work and sheer determination, with a little blood, sweat, and tears thrown in to boot) was a continual stick in her less-than-humble craw. In her opinion, it was time for the high and mighty Livingstons to get brought down a peg or two, find out that the sun didn’t rise and set on their barbequing asses. Five feet four inches and about a buck-o-five of pissed off sat stewing, trying to figure out a way to recoup her perceived losses.

A click of the office door sent her hands scurrying toward a stack of papers to pick up and look busy. If she’d been working instead of brooding, she would have had the front of the house schedule mapped out half an hour ago.

“Hey, baby girl.” Bobby Wilson, Chardonnay’s husband and the sous-chef at Taste of Soul, sauntered into the office. There was a ton of confidence packed into his slight, five-foot-nine-inch frame, and what he lacked in height he more than made up for in what he was packing behind the zipper. His oversized appendage had been one of the things that had most surprised Chardonnay and a large part, pun intended, of the reason why she married him.

“Damn, Bobby. You scared me. What the hell you want?”

Bobby crossed the room and plopped down in one of the two chairs facing her desk. “Okay, what you meant to say was, ‘Hey, baby. I’m so glad to see you. I was just thinking about how good some on-the-job dick would be right about now.’ Go ahead, I’m waiting.”

“Yeah, whatever, okay?” She acted properly bored, but his words had caused a flutter in her va-jay-jay. More than once, she and her husband had taken advantage of the modest privacy afforded in the pantry and maintenance room, and a few times after hours right on the main dining room floor. “What’s that, the food order for next week?”

Bobby placed the paper he’d been holding on the desk. “For the next couple weeks, actually. Chef wants to get a jump on the Memorial Day crowd and increase the orders of ribs, chops, chicken, and beef. Last year we came up short with our grass-fed product and had to substitute. He doesn’t want to be left hanging this year.” He looked up at the muted TV, which was showing scenes from the fire at TOSTS yet again. “That’s too bad about the fire in LA, huh? I still can’t believe how bad it was, burning down to the ground. The report said it went up in flames in a matter of minutes. That blaze must have been hella strong.”

“It was a restaurant, Bobby. Lots of flammable liquids. Plus, the place wasn’t that big from what I hear.” Chardonnay shrugged. “It don’t matter. They have insurance. They’ll file a claim, collect a bunch of money, and probably build a couple more restaurants as a result.”

“Be careful not to show too much compassion,” Bobby sarcastically retorted.

“Okay, I won’t.”

The two were quiet a moment as Chardonnay shuffled papers and logged times into the computer, and Bobby continued to watch the words scroll across the bottom of the TV screen.

“I wonder who did it.”

Chardonnay’s head popped up. “What?”

“The fire. I wonder who set it.”

“Who set it? You mean like ... on purpose?”

Bobby nodded.

Chardonnay frowned. That the fire had been set deliberately was something she hadn’t considered. “You think this was arson?”

“Maybe,” Bobby said with a shrug.

Chardonnay immediately thought about the man she’d helped put behind bars and wondered if he was out. Another squiggle in her va-jay-jay. She and Man-in-Prison-Who-Might-Be-Out-of-Prison had once had quite the fling.

“Don’t you think it’s weird how it burned like that? Could a grease fire be that strong?”

“It’s either that or some fool left a fire under a pot, and if that happened, somebody’s getting ready to be a sued, broke-ass chef!”

Bobby’s cell phone vibrated against his waist. He pulled it out of the case attached to his belt. “What’s up?”

“Did you hear about the fire?”

“Yeah. Me and Chardonnay was just talking about it.”

“Still want to put all of your marbles into the Taste of Soul basket? Or are you ready to spread your wings and have your own joint?”

“I already told you, there’s too many strings attached to that proposal.”

“Only one, really,” the caller said. “Me.” When Bobby remained silent, the caller continued. “We’ll make it well worth your while.”

“We?”

“Yes. I’ve pulled in two more major investors with deep pockets. It can be whatever you want, Bobby. The sky is the limit. In Atlanta, there won’t be anyone in the restaurant business badder than you. Will you think about it? Seriously?”

“Yeah, I’ll think about it.”

“Good. Come by my house later on. I’ve got someone I want you to meet.”

“Bet.” Bobby hung up the phone.

“Who was that?” Chardonnay asked.

“Just another restaurant interested in my grilling skills.”

“Which one?”

“You ask too many questions, woman,” Bobby said, rising from the chair and heading to the door.

“If I’m asking, then I must want an answer.”

“I’ll see you when you get home. And I’m getting off before you do, so I’ll pick up the kids.”

Chardonnay’s eyes narrowed as she watched Bobby leave. So you’ve got secrets, huh? Is that it? You think something is going to go down without me knowing about it? She reached for the remote and turned off the television, ready to focus on finishing the schedule and getting back on the floor. For now she wouldn’t put too much energy into finding out whatever her husband was hiding. Because when it came to secrets, she was carrying a pretty big one herself.
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In a luxuriously appointed home situated in a gated portion of LA’s tony Marina del Rey community, the mood was quiet and the faces were grim. The initial shock had worn off, but everyone present—Bianca, Xavier, Adam, Ace, Toussaint, and Toussaint’s brother Malcolm—were still taken aback at the ferociousness of a fire that virtually obliterated a building in less than fifteen minutes. Various scenarios as to the cause had been bandied around: gas leak, unattended lit burner, cigarette flicked on a combustible surface. In the end, it was decided that the best thing to do was wait for the fire chief’s initial report. That and try to console a grieving Bianca, devastated at the loss of her baby—more than twelve months of blood, sweat, and tears gone up in smoke. To her credit, she’d remained stoic through that first critical hour, when the looky-loos were swirling and cameras were all up in her face. She’d stayed strong through endless rounds of questioning by newspapers, TV stations, and the police. It wasn’t until the authorities had finally allowed her inside the shell that remained and she saw the charred TOSTS sign lying on what had been the eco-friendly bamboo floors that she broke down.

“We can rebuild, baby girl, simple as that,” Ace said into the silence, ignoring his feeling that things weren’t this simple. He pushed aside his half-eaten plate of food that had been delivered from the West Coast Taste of Soul location. No one had eaten more than a few bites.

Bianca nodded. “I know it’s just a building, Ace,” she whispered. “But I gave that place every ounce of energy inside me. We all worked hard to make TOSTS what it was, literally the toast of the town. And for that to be taken away in a matter of minutes is hard to take, you know?”

Ace put an arm around his daughter. “I know.”

Xavier, who’d been intently watching the heartfelt exchange, poured a glass of water from the carafe sitting on the table and then walked over to his wife. “Your father is right, cherie,” he said, handing her the glass and placing a kiss against her temple. “We will build again. And we will spare no expense.” Xavier placed a comforting hand on Bianca’s shoulders and looked directly at Ace. “Whatever the insurance policy does not cover, I will provide.”

Ace simply nodded. He squelched the urge to refuse Xavier’s generous offer. When it came to Bianca no longer being his baby girl but somebody’s wife, Ace was still learning the ropes. His youngest child’s marriage had been unexpected and unapproved by him. So accepting Xavier had come in stages. Helping Ace, however, was the fact that thanks to Xavier’s late grandfather, his son-in-law was an extremely wealthy man. “I appreciate that, Xavier,” he finally said.

Xavier nodded. “No worries, Ace.” He began massaging his wife’s shoulders.

Bianca bowed her head as Xavier’s strong fingers went from her shoulders to the nape of her neck. “I still can’t believe it,” she whispered, a fresh tear rolling down her cheek. “Last night was so perfect. The place was packed, standing room only, a line down the block. We had such a good time—”

Her comment was interrupted by a knock on the door. Toussaint quickly crossed over, looked out the side pane, and opened the door. “Are you the fire chief?” he asked the uniformed gentleman with deep laugh lines framing his hazel eyes and gray streaking his brunette hair.

The stranger nodded. “May I come in?”

Once he entered the home and took a seat in one of two wingback chairs, he dove right in. “Preliminary findings show that a gas leak led to the explosion that caused the fire at your restaurant. It’s the only explanation for what substance could generate a heat that strong.”

“How does a gas leak happen?” Ace thought that the explanation made sense but given the family drama of the past few years, he couldn’t help but feel there might be more to the story.

“Gas leaks can occur in several ways,” the fire chief answered. “It can be something as simple as leaving a burner on or something as complicated as a leak in the gas line below the building—one too small to elicit notice through a smell or malfunction, but one that over time could build up enough gas to cause the type of combustion that looks to be at the core of what happened early this morning.”

Toussaint, who’d been listening while leaning against the wall, returned to the couch and sat down. “So this was an accident.”

The fire chief nodded. “That’s what we’ve concluded.”

Malcolm glanced at Ace, saw the trace of doubt in his eyes. “But you’re not sure.”

“The evidence suggests an explosion caused by a faulty gas line. If the family wants to conduct a more in-depth investigation, that would be a matter for you and the police department.”

Everyone remained quiet as Xavier walked the fire chief to the door. Once the chief left and the door closed, Ace spoke. “Everybody in here satisfied with the fire department’s findings? That the fire was an accident, nothing more?”

“Makes sense,” Malcolm said. “A fire happening at a restaurant is not unusual.”

“We’ve been in business for fifty years,” Toussaint countered. “How many buildings have we had burn down?”

No one spoke but everyone knew the answer: none.

Malcolm walked to the dining room and a small but well-stocked bar. He poured two fingers of his favorite cognac. “The fire chief said a gas leak caused the fire,” he said, returning to the living room’s large picture window and looking out. “So I think the case is closed.”

Ace gave Malcolm a look, but said nothing.

Toussaint eyed his uncle. “You don’t think this was an accident, do you?”

“I think that considering all the ... interesting situations we’ve dealt with lately, it’s worth having this matter thoroughly checked out so that we can be sure.”

Everyone in the room knew exactly what Ace meant. The Livingstons were a wealthy, powerful family who were not without their share of haters. In the past eighteen months alone, they’d dealt with one drama after another. There’d been the task of putting Quintin Bright behind bars—the man who’d shot Adam (oh, and that is after he’d had an affair with Adam’s wife) and then added insult to injury by using Livingston money to evade authorities for almost a year. Then there’d been Quintin’s sister, Keisha, the source for said Livingston money. At Quintin’s orchestration, she’d begun a relationship with Bianca’s brother, Jefferson, specifically to hack into his bank account and funnel large sums of money to Quintin. Unfortunately, Jefferson had fallen for the girl, and if not for the discovery of her part in the criminal activity, she would have been Mrs. Jefferson Livingston right now. Unlike Adam’s earlier fate in the company’s parking lot, the Livingstons had dodged this bullet. These situations alone would have been more than the average family could handle. Clearly, the Livingstons were above average.

“I agree with Ace,” Toussaint said. “I think we should—” His vibrating phone interrupted his train of thought. He looked at the screen. His brow creased with the frown that marred his model-handsome face. “I think we should—”

“Wait, son,” Adam interrupted. “Who was that?”

“Nothing,” Toussaint quickly replied.

“Nothing sure put a frown on your face,” Ace said.

Adam pressed the issue. “Who was it?”

Toussaint sighed. “Joyce Witherspoon.”

Adam stiffened. “What the hell does she want?”

“I don’t know,” Toussaint replied. “Probably seeing news of the fire is what has her blowing up my phone.”

“You know you need to watch yourself,” Adam warned.

“I’m handling my business,” Toussaint said, a tad harsher than he intended. “And right now, that business is this fire. We need to stay focused and cross off any and all possibilities that this was anything but an accident.”

Bianca nodded. “I agree.”

Ace looked around the room. “Is there anyone here who doesn’t think launching our own private investigation is a good idea?”

Silence.

He pulled out his cell phone. “I’ll see if Sterling can meet with us tomorrow. The quicker we can get him on the case, the better, before the scene gets too contaminated and potentially telling evidence or clues disappear.”

Bianca didn’t even want to think about the chance that the fire was not an accident. Who’d be bold enough, or angry enough, to blow up her place? She got along well with neighboring businesses: a Chinese restaurant to the left of TOSTS and an art gallery on its right. Both their owners and their managers had patronized her establishment and she theirs, and several area employees stopped in during happy hour or after they finished work. Bianca had been too busy to meet many people outside of work and therefore too busy to make new enemies. Which would leave only the old ones. Cooper Riley, Chardonnay Wilson, and Shyla Martin immediately came to mind. Bianca didn’t think Chardonnay had the resources to pull off a job like this, but then again, she hadn’t thought that the money-hungry wench would sell a story to a tabloid either. The family had never been able to prove it, but the story appearing shortly after Chardonnay had witnessed the just-secretly-married Livingston cuddling with her new husband was—for Bianca—more than coincidence.

Cooper was another matter. As a defense attorney, he’d rubbed shoulders with his fair share of criminals. And he had been understandably upset when she called off their engagement. But she’d heard that he was seeing someone. Is it conceivable that Coop could do something like this? Finally, there was Shyla Martin. She seemed the least likely to still be harboring a vendetta against them, but word had it that she was working at a small advertising company—which definitely sounded like employment below her pay grade. Could taking this job have rekindled anger at how close she’d been to the brass ring and the lifestyle it could have afforded? Bianca leaned into Xavier’s embrace, suddenly feeling a foreboding chill even though the room temperature was set at a cozy seventy-four degrees. Sterling Ross was one of the best private eyes in the country, and a trusted family friend. If there’d been foul play regarding the fire, he would find it. Bianca’s unease was replaced with resolve. Let the investigation begin.
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Diane stepped off the elevator into the plush lobby of the Livingston Corporation. It was the first time she’d visited the offices since Toussaint’s interior designer wife, Alexis, had worked her magic. Even Diane’s troubled mental state did not detract from observing a job well done. The lobby had always looked good, but now, with its sun-gold silk walls, burnished Brazilian rosewood furnishings, colorful glass blocks, and a large mounted flat screen displaying photos of the business history, there was a sophistication mixed with homeyness that made the atmosphere at once professional yet inviting. She stopped before the screen, smiling at images of a young, apron-wearing Marcus and Marietta standing in front of the first Taste of Soul, Adam and Ace holding up a first-place BBQ cooking contest trophy, and a more recent one of Toussaint doing his thing on the Food Network. What a great idea, she thought as she crossed from the sitting area over to the receptionist. The longer she knew Alexis Livingston, the more she understood why she’d been the one to domesticate the once-thought-untamable beast named Toussaint.

“Mrs. Livingston,” the receptionist said cheerfully. “What a pleasure it is to see you!”

Diane smiled at the attractive young woman, looking professional and poised in a navy suit. “Thank you. I’m sorry, but I’m so bad with names.”

The receptionist laughed. “No worries. I’m sure you meet a lot of people, and it has been a while. My name is Angie, and we met two years ago at the Christmas party.”

“I met so many wonderful people that night. It’s a pleasure to see you again, Angie.”

“Thank you. Is that a new hairstyle?”

“Yes,” Diane said, her hand going to the asymmetrically cut bob. The hairdresser had said it worked well for her angular face and that the honey-blond color worked with her butterscotch skin. “What do you think?”

“Very flattering, especially the color.”

“Thanks, Angie. I’m still getting used to this straight look, so I appreciate your feedback. Listen, I’m here to see Jefferson. Can you ring him for me, ask if he has a few minutes for his mother?”

Angie frowned slightly as she punched his number on the phone board. “I don’t believe he’s here, Mrs. Livingston, but I’ll be glad to check.” She waited and then shook her head. “His direct line went to voice mail. Let me call his assistant. I’m looking for Jefferson,” Angie said when his assistant answered. “Is he in the area, or in a meeting perhaps?”

“No, Angie. Jefferson isn’t here. He called to say that he was working from home and that in case of an emergency, he could be reached on his cell phone.”

“Okay, thanks.” Angie ended the call and relayed the information to Diane. “Would you like me to try his cell now?”

“No,” Diane answered. “It wasn’t important. I was simply in the area and since it had been a while, thought I would stop by. Thanks, Angie. Keep up the good work.”

“I will, Mrs. Livingston. Thank you.”

Diane squelched the urge to bother her brother-in-law and decided to call his wife instead. As soon as she was in her car, she dialed Candace.

“Hey, Diane,” Candace answered. “I was just thinking about you. Are you at home?”

“No, I’m at company headquarters.”

“You’re at the Livingston Corporation?” Both women had worked at the company in the early years of their marriages, but aside from the biannual board meetings, neither had been active in decades. “What are you doing there?”

“Looking for my son. Ace called me earlier and said that Jefferson hadn’t made the flight to LA. He’s called his house and cell phones and keeps getting voice mail. I was hoping that maybe you’d heard from him, or maybe your sons.”

“He hasn’t called me,” Candace answered. “And I haven’t talked to either Malcolm or Toussaint since this morning. Do you think everything is all right?”

“I don’t know,” Diane answered honestly. “But I’m heading over to his place now to find out.”

Less than an hour later, Candace opened her front door and hugged her sister. They’d done away with that whole “in-law” madness decades ago. “Come on in, girl. I’m back in the kitchen marinating chops for dinner tonight. You and Ace are welcome to come over.”

“Thanks, Can.”

Hearing the worry in her voice, Candace looked at Diane more closely. She remained quiet as they reached the kitchen, and Diane took a seat at the large granite-covered kitchen island. Candace went to the fridge, poured them both a glass of sparkling wine, and joined Diane at the counter.

“Talk to me, sis.”

Diane took a sip of wine and began. “I went over to Jefferson’s house.”

“And?”

“No answer.”

“Was he there?”

“I think so.”

Candace was immediately intrigued. Aside from the fiasco with Keisha Miller, the woman who’d almost successfully duped him into marrying her conniving ass, she viewed Jefferson’s life as the calmest of their generation. “If Jefferson was there, he would have answered. He probably wasn’t home.”

“I thought that, too, which is why I peeked through the window of his garage and saw his car. I went back to the door, rang the bell, and waited. When I didn’t get an answer, I called his home phone and listened to it ring from outside his door. He was there, Can. He just didn’t want to let me in.”

Candace thought for a moment about what Diane had said. A slight smile scampered across her face. “Maybe your son was busy, if you know what I mean. He and Divine might be dating again.”

Diane sat back in the chair, thought for a moment, and then slowly shook her head. “If they are, we sure haven’t seen her. But I don’t think so. Call it women’s intuition or mother’s wit or whatever, but I’ve been feeling it for a couple months now. Something is going on with my son.”

This comment settled around the shoulders of both women like an itchy, ill-fitting wool sweater.

“You think he’s still smarting over the breakup? Jefferson loved that girl,” Candace offered, before adding, “Scandalous ho that she was.”

“True, he took that betrayal hard, and for the first couple of months after it happened, I understood his behavior. Jefferson is an introvert by nature, so his being withdrawn and quiet didn’t alarm me. Not at first. But it’s been over a year, Can, and I’ve continued to see a change in him. It’s subtle, so much so that y’all haven’t noticed. But a mother hen knows when her chick is dealing with something, and I don’t care how many times he tries to convince me otherwise, Jefferson is not himself.”

“Have you asked him what’s the matter?”

“Several times.”

“And what does he say?”

“His mouth says he’s fine, but his eyes say he’s lying.” Diane took another sip of wine. “And then, just last month, I suggested that he go see Dan Morgan.”

“Who’s that?”

“One of Ace’s college buddies and a top-notch therapist.”

Candace put down her glass. “A shrink, Diane? Do you really think it’s that serious?”

“I don’t know what to think. All I know is that if Jeff doesn’t want to talk to his mama or his family, then he needs to talk to somebody.”

“I can’t imagine that suggestion went over well.”

“Like a lead balloon. He’s been avoiding me ever since.”

Candace pondered Diane’s words for a moment. “Well if not the breakup with Keisha, what else could it be?”

Diane finished her wine, narrowed her eyes. “I don’t know. But I’m getting ready to get all up in his business. Believe that.”
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