
©Margaret Emery Hubbard

All rights reserved

All names, characters, stories, and incidents featured in this novel are imaginary. They are not inspired by any individual person, incidents or events known or unknown to the author. Any resemblance to actual persons living or dead is coincidental. 

Black Entertainment Television (BET) produced a moved based on this novel. After All starred Holly Robinson Peete. 

––––––––

[image: After All-Movie]


Table of Contents

Copyright Page

Book Cover by: | SelfPubBookCovers.com/ DesignzbyDanielle

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Read More of the Louisiana Love Series: Vol. 1 | Love with a Spicy Southern Flavor! | ~ A Time To Love ~

~ ONE LOVE ~

~~ About the Author ~~

Visit me on the web at: | www. lynnemery. com | Connect with me on: | Twitter: www. twitter. com/LEmeryWriter

Sign up for Lynn Emery's Mailing List

Also By Lynn Emery



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    

    



  	
        
            
            

    

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Book Cover by:

SelfPubBookCovers.com/ DesignzbyDanielle










[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1
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Michelle watched the blinking red light in fascination.  Years of hard work and sacrifice had led to this moment.  She thought of her days slogging away at a small-town newspaper editing copy; the day she finally got a byline; then the first time she went on the air at a local radio station reading headlines fed from a news service.  Every step she had taken in her career was with an eye on one goal, television news reporting.  Still, her stomach muscles tightened as the camera moved closer.  Was she ready for this?

“Just got a hot tip from my source at the police department.  Councilwoman Wilson's son just got arrested for possession of pot.  At least we've got something hot to lead with now.  So, dump that snoozer on the new community center opening.”  Jason Brett, the producer's assistant, spoke in rapid fire delivery as he lifted the top sheet from the neat stack in front of her. 

“Give me that back!” Michelle snatched the paper from his hand. 

“Thirty seconds,” Bob, the cameraman, barked at them.  You kids play nice now.”  Even with most of his face hidden behind the camera, his impish grin was visible. 

“What do you think you're doing?”  Jason's face turned several shades of red. 

“Those people sold chicken dinners and washed cars to get that center open and I'm going to see that they get recognized.”  Michelle's large brown eyes glittered with ire as she stared him down. 

“Fifteen seconds,” Bob called. 

“Why you—”

“Ten seconds.”  Bob stuck his head clear of the camera.  “You planning to make your debut on the six o’clock news, Jason?” 

A fuming Jason scurried out of view but stood glaring at her.  Bob raised his hand as he silently counted down.  Within a split second, he pointed at Michelle.  The red light winked out and a green light came on. 

“Good evening.  Welcome to Channel Twelve, the News Leader.  I'm Michelle Toussaint filling in for Steve Stroder who's a little under the weather.  Leslie Gravier has the night off.  Among our stories tonight, through hard work and without government assistance, folks in the crime ridden community known as Easy Town provide an alternative to the streets for neighborhood kids.  And our school board grapples with a serious budget shortfall.  But first, our lead story.  Randall Wilson, son of local councilwoman Hazel Wilson is again in the news—”

Michelle concentrated on her delivery and poise, determined to appear as though she had been born reading the news in front of thousands of television viewers.  Yet when Fred Cambre began his weather report, she couldn't refrain from taking a deep breath.  It was as if she had been under water for the first fifteen minutes of the broadcast.  The rest would be easier than having to carry the whole load.  Just her luck the chance she finally got to co-anchor in Leslie's place, Steve came down with the flu. 

“And that's it for sports.  Join us later tonight for Sports Spotlight at eleven.  Michelle.”  Gary Twill, dapper in his deep green jacket, nodded crisply.  The former college football star flashed his famous smile at her.  

“Thanks, Gary.  Finally, a grassroots effort by parents and several small churches pays off.  After a lot of hard work, residents in one of the toughest neighborhoods here in Baton Rouge finally opened the doors of renovated house that had been a haven for drug dealers and users.  Now that house will provide services to uplift young people.  Channel Twelve salutes the Highland Street Community Center as the newest beacon of hope in place that sorely needs it.”  Michelle rapidly read the story omitting several lines since time was short.  Bob even rolled twenty seconds of the video tape. 

“That's it for the news at six, join us at ten o'clock for a complete update on these reports and more.”  Michelle felt comfortable and relaxed. 

“Smooth, Michelle.  Real smooth.”  Bob winked at her.  All three cameras went off.  “Uh-oh, shark approaching,” he said in an undertone. 

“Jason tells me you have the idea that you decide what stories get on.”  Weston Lockport, tall with gray touching the temples of his black hair, walked up close to Michelle as she stood sipping from a tiny paper cup of water. 

“I read the story on Randall Wilson.”  Michelle knew better than to smile or make excuses.  Fighting the urge to step back, she merely tilted her head up to gaze into intense black eyes. 

“But you don't argue with the news producer.” 

“I didn't argue with you.” 

“Jason acts on my instructions, something you know very well.” 

“I didn't refuse to do the story.  Do you think I'm crazy? I just told him I had enough time to do the community center piece, too.”  Michelle kept a straight face.  She knew that an anchor had little if any say so in what stories got on and to buck the producer or news director was professional suicide. 

Lockport arched his thick eyebrows at her.  “That's not exactly how he described it.”  The studio went quiet while he studied her for several moments.  “Solid presentation though.”  He nodded curtly before he strode off.  That was high praise indeed from the usually taciturn producer. 

“Whew, you dodged that bullet.”  Kate, the short, plump production assistant, waited until Lockport was off the set before approaching Michelle.  They walked to the newsroom together. 

“I know.  That little weasel Jason really grates on my nerves.  Every time I've tried to get on a story that's positive about our community, he slams it with Lockport. 

“Listen, I'm just a lowly production assistant, but I say be careful.  Jason can be a spiteful weasel, and Mr. 

Lockport listens to him for some reason,” Kate warned. 

“Yeah, well.  It was worth it to see him change more colors than the fall leaves in New England,” Michelle snickered. 

“He was so steamed.  I swear he was whistling like a tea kettle.”  Kate covered her mouth to smother a giggle.  The amusement left her round face.  “Uh, I gotta go.  Hello, Jennifer.”  She hurried off. 

Jennifer Callaway, tall and blonde, never even glanced at Kate let alone acknowledged her greeting.  Ruthless in her pursuit to win more awards than any other reporter, she had little time for those who could not further her career.  Wearing a blue pant suit that showcased her fabulous figure, she did not enter a room as much as she took possession of it. 

“Well, you didn't screw up.  This time.”  Jennifer gave her a frosty smile. 

“So gracious in defeat.  An attitude befitting a former Miss Dunghill, 1984.”  Michelle made a small curtsy. 

“Miss Springhill,” Jennifer hissed at her with a scowl. 

“Whatever.  And no, according to Mr.  Lockport I definitely did not screw up as you so delicately put it.”  Michelle strolled to her desk. 

“Don't get too used to it.  I mean affirmative action can only take you so far.” Jennifer followed her. 

“What?”  Michelle whirled around. 

“You heard me.  Lockport has his marching orders,

sugar.  Having you on screen is politically correct.  But that's only a fad.  Real talent and ability will win out.”  Jennifer tossed her hair. 

“You're right.  So where does that leave you? I know; Bingo the clown is up for grabs on the afternoon kiddy show.  You can handle that.  They print his cue cards in words of three syllables or less.”  Michelle's eyes smoldered with anger. 

“Ha-ha.  We'll see if your smart mouth doesn't get you in big trouble.  If that stunt you pulled tonight is any clue, all I have to do is wait until you self-destruct.”  Jennifer flounced off. 

“Damn her.”  Michelle slammed a desk drawer.  Hard as she tried, the suggestion that she was being given breaks for anything but her ability really touched a nerve. 

“I heard.  She's just green with envy and willing to say anything to hurt you.”  Gracie gave her shoulder a pat. 

“But she could be right.  For years this station has been lily white.  With all the industry emphasis on diversity, token gestures are being made all over the country.”  Michelle stared at the computer screen in front of her morosely. 

“Listen, you're good.  We know it and they know it. So what if their motives aren't pure. Success is the best revenge I always say.” 

“You know, for a red-head you're all right.”  Michelle smiled mischievously. 

“Hey cuz, us Irish gotta stick together.” 

“Shoot, I never should have told you about that distant branch of my family tree.” 

As Michelle joked with her friend, she began to wind down from the tension of her debut. Though they rarely saw each other after work, she and Gracie were close colleagues. With her easy-going style, Gracie was a perfect balance for Michelle who tended to take herself too seriously. Though only four years older, Gracie had more experience under her belt and none of the ego usually found in the business. She had helped Michelle with valuable advice during her first year at the station. 

The news room still hummed with activity as the evening shift of reporters bustled in and out gathering material for the late newscast and stories to be presented on Monday. 

“Look who's here.”  Gracie tapped Michelle on the shoulder and pointed. 

Michelle felt a hard thud in her chest. Even six years later, the sight of Anthony Hilliard made her heart beat faster. But now she was twenty-seven and should have better since. Still, Anthony the man brought on the same reaction now as he’d caused when they met at age fourteen in the lunch room at Glen Oaks Junior High. 

“Mr.  Hilliard, it's so nice to meet you.”  Jennifer purred as she held the hand of the tall handsome man in a somewhat less than businesslike handshake. 

“This could be a new horror movie, Lizard Man meets the Incredibly Annoying Woman,” Michelle snorted in disgust before turning back to her computer. 

“With that face and body, he could stick his tongue out at me anytime.”  Gracie sighed. 

“Take a cold shower,” Michelle retorted. “Thought you were so in love with your husband, Hal the hunk.” 

“Just 'cause my plate is full don't mean I can't look at the menu.”  Gracie winked. 

“I ought to call your reverend daddy. And a Black man at that.”  Michelle shook a finger at her. 

“Now, daddy has mellowed these past few years. Why he even invited a Black pastor to worship at his church. Hello, good-looking man at two o'clock,” Gracie whispered. 

Anthony Hilliard moved across the room with the same agility he was famous for on the basketball court and the track field. His six-foot two frame formed a triangle, with broad shoulders narrowing down to his trim waist. Though clothed in an expensive brown suit, it was still easy to see that his arms and legs were thickly muscled. With skin the color of brown sugar and dark brown hair, he caused female heads to turn. Anthony flashed a winning smile that melted almost everyone. Michelle folded her arms. Her expression meant to convey she was not bowled over by his mere presence. 

“Hello, Michelle.”  His deep baritone voice rolled out like a velvet carpet. Anthony extended his hand. 

“My, my,” Gracie breathed. 

“Oh, grow up,” Michelle hissed in her ear. “Hello, Anthony.”  Michelle gave his hand a weak shake before pulling hers back. 

“Congratulations on a fantastic job. You haven't lost any of your style when it comes to public speaking. You didn't ace Speech class in our senior year for nothing.” 

“Thanks. Oh, this is Gracie O'Hannon. Gracie—” Michelle began to straighten the teal jacket then stopped. Why should she care what he thought of her appearance?

“I know,” Gracie broke in.” Pleasure to meet you Mr.  Hilliard.”  She pumped his hand all the while grinning widely. 

“Good meeting you, Ms.  O'Hannon. That story you did on our church last week was outstanding.” 

“Gee, thanks. It was great learning its history. A hundred and twenty-five years and still going strong. Christ the King Baptist Church is something you can all be proud of.” 

“We are. And thanks to your story, we've gotten more support to expand our after-school programs for kids.” 

“Oh, wow. That's just wonderful.”  Gracie blushed. 

“So, what brings you here?”  Michelle tried not to make a face at her friend. She would not to be taken in by his cheap attempts to win brownie points. 

“I'm being interviewed for the Sunday Journal show.” 

“Really? Isn't that—nice.”  Michelle kept shifting her gaze from those intense dark brown eyes. But she found herself staring at his shoulders, then his broad chest. 

Finally, she decided she was better off looking at his face. She shuffled her weight from one foot to the other. 

“I... just thought I'd say hello since I saw you.”  Anthony's eyes held a question. “I've been back in town almost two months now, you know.” 

“Yes, I knew.”  Michelle had spent those first weeks taming the urge to call him. But she had been determined not to give in. 

Looking from one to the other, Gracie began to back away from them. “Goodbye, nice meeting you, Mr.  H—.”  She bumped into Kate who was startled out of staring at the scene before her. 

“Anthony, please.”  Anthony's smile lit up his handsome face. 

“Anthony.”  Gracie gave a short laugh. Turning she bumped into Kate again. “Isn't that your desk over there? Move.”  She spoke through tight lips as she pushed Kate ahead of her. 

Anthony turned back to Michelle. “Like I said, I've been back home for a while now. Working in Atlanta was a great experience for me.” 

“I heard you were working for Darryl Beshears. Pretty impressive learning from one of the top African-American architectural and construction empires in the country.”  Michelle was sincere. Darryl Beshears was as famous for building community centers and youth sports gyms for a song as he was for making million-dollar deals to build large corporate structures. 

“It was invaluable. I learned more about the business than I could ever learn in a classroom. But it was demanding. I had little or no social life.”  Anthony raised his left hand to smooth his hair, even though it was perfectly in place. 

“Really?”  Michelle noticed that he wore no wedding ring. Her pulse quickened. 

“What about you? I suppose your career has kept you very busy, too.” 

“Pretty much, yeah.”  Michelle was careful to keep her face blank, her arms still folded. 

“But I guess you have to eat dinner sometime, right?” 

“Mostly on the run.” 

Michelle allowed herself to take him in from head to toe for the first time. Being this close to Anthony again brought back a rush of memories and, disturbingly, old feelings. Their separation and the demands of her career had done much to dull the ache caused by their breakup. But now, with him so near she found it hard to feel the rancor that had sliced through her six years earlier. Here he was, just as handsome but with a confidence that made him even more attractive. She smiled in spite of herself seeing his tie a tiny bit crooked. 

“Pull it a little to the left.”  Michelle tugged at her own collar. 

“Still happens from time to time. You always did have to get me straight.”  Smiling, he arranged the silk paisley tie. 

“How's your mama?”  Michelle asked. Unfolding her arms, she leaned against her desk. 

“Better. She's taking her medicine now. I see to that.”  Anthony’s face softened into an expression of tender affection. 

“That's good. High blood pressure is nothing to play with, especially for us. And make sure she eats right.” 

“I do. Speaking of eating, maybe we could grab a bite sometime. Lunch or dinner?” 

“I don't know. I keep really busy and—” Michelle looked down at her pumps. 

“I would very much like us to get together. Please, Chelle.”  Anthony moved closer. 

Michelle felt a rush of warmth hearing him use her nickname in a way only he could. “Wednesdays I finish up early, around four.” 

“Anthony, here you are. Sidetracked by a beautiful woman, eh? I understand.”  Ike Batiste strolled up. 

Michelle stiffened at the appearance of Anthony’s uncle. The thud of her heart now signaled a very different reaction, one of loathing and suppressed wrath. 

“Uncle Ike, you remember Michelle Toussaint. We went to school together. McKinley High and Southern University.”  Anthony placed a hand on the arm of the tall man who joined them. 

“Ah, yes. Our star reporter. How are you, honey?”  Tall and distinguished, Isaac Batiste was handsome in a hard way. His hair was a salt and pepper gray. His tan brown skin shone as if polished. Leaning forward to kiss her he blinked when she stepped back. 

“Mr. Batiste. Of course you remember me. I'm sure you remember my father, too.”  Michelle's expression hardened. 

“Of course. Well, Anthony they're waiting for us, son. Hurry along. Bye, now.”  Ike smiled at a point over her shoulder before walking away. 

“Be there in a minute.”  Anthony turned back to Michelle. “So, Wednesday is a good day, huh?” 

“I don't think so. I forgot I'm working on a big story that's going to keep me tied up for quite a while.”  Michelle stood erect and unyielding. 

“Come on now, Chelle.” 

“I said I'm going to be too busy.” 

“Listen, this is about us, not Uncle Ike.”  Anthony's jaw tightened. 

“He's the same. Still oozing greasy charm.”  Michelle grimaced as though the taste of something sour was on her tongue. 

“Michelle, don't start that again. Uncle Ike is a good person. He's been like a father to me, more than my own Father.”  Anthony’s tone was a plea to forget the past. 

“And you still have on those blinders, don't you? You think I can just forget the past? After what he did to my family? Not likely. You breeze in here asking me to have dinner with you after the way you slammed me when I was down. Man, you both have egos the size of the Grand Canyon. Forget it.” 

“Talk about people not changing. You see only what you want to see. It was all in your mind, Michelle. I cared about you. You pushed me away.” 

“I was sick of hearing you be a one-man cheerleading squad for that slime bucket. He tried to ruin my father.” 

“Your father was having financial problems that had nothing to do with Uncle Ike. You know that.” 

“What the hell do you know about my father's finances? Look, I'm not going to debate this with you. We went through this six years ago. Goodbye.”  Michelle picked up a stack of files and stormed off. She almost crashed into one of her best friends. 

“Whoa! Don't run over me, child.”  Laree's eyes grew big as she looked past Michelle.”  Hey, there's Anthony. Hi—he's leaving. Man, I didn't get a chance to speak to him.” 

“So what? You're late, Laree. If you'd had your butt here on time, I'd have been outta here.”  Michelle's pursed her lips in annoyance. She threw the files down on Earl's desk, then realizing she still needed them, picked them up and marched back to her desk.

“Get up off my back, girl. You said eleven. It is now ten minutes past the hour. I was on time. It just that you were into your thing with Anthony. Don't take it out on me.” 

“What's up? Let's celebrate. Girlfriend did a job on the news. Go on with your bad self, Chelle.”  Shantae did a little dance in front of Michelle. 

“Careful, honey. She just dumped on me,” Laree sat on the edge of a desk. 

Laree Holland and Shantae LeJeune had been Michelle’s best friends since the fourth grade when all three jumped rope in the playground. Laree was the office manager at a local plumbing supply business. Shantae was a sales manager at a local department store with an ambition to become a buyer. They had planned to treat Michelle to dinner in honor of her Saturday debut as anchor. 

“Say what?”  Shantae eyed Michelle.  “Why is your mouth all stuck out. We're supposed to be on our way to par-tee, and you look like somebody sucking on lemons.”  Shantae flipped back her long red braids. 

“Anthony's here.”  Laree said, her eyebrows raised almost to her hairline. 

“Oo-wee, you mean I missed the fireworks? Damn!” Shantae snapped her fingers. 

“There were no fireworks. I don't want to discuss it. Let's just go and have a good time. Now come on.”  Michelle unlocked her desk and jerked her purse from a bottom drawer. 

“Oh yeah, I can see we're on our way to havin' a real blast.”  Shantae shook her head as she and Laree followed Michelle out. 
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“YOU'VE BEEN MIGHTY quiet for the last hour, son. Anything you want to talk about or ask me?” Ike Batiste wheeled the big midnight blue Lincoln onto the interstate highway. 

“Nah, I'm just thinking about some stuff I've got to take care of at work.” Anthony stared out of the car window at the tops of buildings sliding by. 

“That Michelle is pretty as ever. Thick curly hair,

big brown eyes you can get lost in, just like her mama. A real lovely lady for sure.” Ike glanced at Anthony sideways. 

“Yeah.” Anthony had thought of little else since learning he would be at the station where Michelle worked. And seeing her had crashed through all his defenses, making his reassurances to himself that he was over her a joke. But he had been a fool to hope they could... what? Be friends, or more? Michelle had made it clear what she thought of him. He flinched remembering the cold, distance in those beautiful eyes. 

“Don't let it get to you, boy. With everything you've got going for you, there are beaucoup women waiting to get next to you.” Ike seemed to read his thoughts. 

“She simply can't forgive me for defending you. Michelle is so damn stubborn.” Anthony fists were clenched in his lap. 

“I tried to help the guy, but he fell on his face because of his own bad judgment. Then he tries to ruin my reputation. Forget it.” Ike reached out to give his arm a quick squeeze.” Tell you what; let's stop off at Luther's Bar-B-Q. I'm starving. Okay, champ?” 

“Sure, why not.” Anthony gave him a forced smile. Uncle Ike was right, it was best to forget it. He set about trying to repair the damage to the wall he had built around her memory. The wall that kept her from dominating his thoughts and helped him make through so many long, lonely nights. 

***
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“HI, MAMA. HOW HAVE you been?” Michelle planted a kiss on her cheek. 

Michelle had cut short her dinner with Laree and Shantae pleading the need to turn in early. Though it was after ten, she’d promised to visit her mother before going home. Annette would sulk for days if that promise was not kept. 

“Your father isn't home yet as usual. Working late.” 

Annette refilled her glass of wine. 

“How are you?” Michelle insisted on steering her away from familiar complaints. 

“Fine. Your father embarrassed me as usual. Marvin Cato phoned to ask why Thomas hadn't paid his alumni dues for Alpha Phi Alpha. I mean for God sakes, all the balls are coming up. You know what your father said when I asked him about it?” Annette plunged ahead before she could answer.” He said he was tired of putting out that kind of money and he needed it for some business expenses. Now I have to face Carolyn and Shirley at the Delta meeting Thursday. Oh they won't say anything, just give each other significant looks. Damn that man!”

“Maybe he's right. I mean, he's had a rough time these last few years.” 

“Now you're defending him to me? You of all people. Knowing what he's put me through.” Annette took a deep gulp of her drink. 

“Yes, Mama, he's kind of cold and stays away a lot. But this won't help.” Michelle gently pried the wine glass from Annette's fingers. 

“Well, he mistaken if he thinks I'm going to take this. I've got the money; I'm going to pay the dues. That'll show him up for the cheapskate he is. He'll do a slow burn for days then give me back the money. Ha!” Annette threw back her head. 

“Mama, please...

“Don't bother trying to talk to her. By noon she's knocked back so much wine she sloshes when she moves. There's no reasoning with her.” Thomas came into the large den and shrugged off his coat. Powerfully built, Michelle's father looked easily ten years younger than his age at fifty-five. 

“Home before two in the morning. My goodness and it's not even a school night for little Gloria,” Annette said. 

“Go sleep it off, Annette. I'm not in the mood.” 

“Go to hell, dear.” Annette walked out on unsteady legs.” Michelle, come to my room before you leave?” Her voice was plaintive. 

“Be there in a minute, mama.” 

Thomas rubbed his eyes with a weary gesture.” She gets worse every year.” 

“Why can't you at least try to treat her with some respect?”  Michelle chided him. 

“Who do you think you're talking to, girl? What's between your mother and me is personal,” Thomas snapped. 

“Staying gone all the time doesn't help whatever your problems are. And your ongoing battles didn't do much to make things easier for Brian, Dominic and me.” Michelle tried to maintain her bold tone but withered under his scrutiny. Even to her own ears, her voice took on a little girl sound. 

“You don't understand, and I'm not going to explain. Thomas held up a hand to forestall her. He started up the stairs then stopped.” I hear Anthony is going to be on Channel Twelve. He's done well with his business. Have you talked to him?” 

Michelle twisted a lock of hair, more than ever feeling like a child caught being naughty.” Yes, but only for a minute. I don't want anything to do with him,” she said with force. 

“He was a fine boy, and he's become a fine young man. Got a good reputation as a fair businessman. Like I told you six years ago, don't judge him by what his uncle does. His mama's done a fine job balancing Ike's influence.” 

“He thinks Ike hung the moon. No way do I want any part of either of them. Since Ike ruined your business, you and mama have—” Michelle bit her lip. The dark look on her father's face stopped her. 

“You have no right to interfere, Michelle. I will not discuss my marriage with you.” 

Michelle looked down unwilling to let him see how close she was to tears.” I'm sorry, Daddy. It's just I hate to see you so unhappy.” 

“I know,” Thomas spoke softly. He stood for several seconds looking as if he wanted to say more, then seemed to decide changing the subject was better. He started back up the stairs and spoke over his shoulder.” By the way, I saw you tonight. Not bad, but don't talk so fast next time.” 

“Thanks for your support,” Michelle mumbled at his retreating back. 

She chafed at the grudging compliment. Just once she wished her father could unbend, give more of himself than in small doses. But Michelle was as tough as Thomas. She minded more for her mother whose stinging remarks masked her deep need for constant reassurance she was loved. Once she was in her car driving home, she felt relieved to be out of the tension filled house. Then she felt guilty for feeling relieved. Had her parents ever been happy together? Seeing them now, it was difficult to believe. Yet Michelle remembered those times, years ago, when they shared laughter easily. Those precious days when they were all together as a family, before Ike Batiste almost destroyed her father's business. Michelle gripped the steering wheel thinking of his arrogance. Worse still, she could hear Anthony's voice, his defense of what she saw as something indefensible. No handsome face or ingratiating smile could make her forget. Anthony Hilliard had no place her in her life. And she would never allow herself to weaken again. 
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“I JUST GOT A CALL FROM a source in the DA's office. There's something fishy going on with the Housing Authority. Some big names have come up.” Nathan, the assignments editor, sat forward frowning in concentration. His bushy white eyebrows an unbroken line above his blood shot blue eyes. 

Ten reporters sat around the table in the conference room. Every day at ten in the morning, it was Nathan's job to decide who followed up on what story. A task that some days won him friends, other days earned him scorn. But he was good at his job. His decisions almost always proved to be on target, even if the admission was made grudgingly. And he had the right temperament. It was seldom he cared what the reporters thought of his decisions. 

“Didn't you talk to some angry housing project residents last year, Michelle?” Gracie spoke around the donut in her mouth. 

“No, they lived in houses with subsidized rent. It's this program where landlords get a portion of the rent paid by the government and the renter pays whatever they can afford based on income,” Michelle said.” But they're administered by the Housing Authority.” 

“The Section Eight Housing Program.” Wayne, the reporter who mostly went after white collar crime reports, spoke up. 

“Right. Anyway, they were complaining that the landlords weren't following the rules for repairing the houses or keeping them up. After a couple of interviews minor repairs were made, but nothing really changed. The staff at the Housing Authority clammed up.” Michelle got up to refill her coffee mug. 

“Have you still got contacts there?” Nathan rubbed his chin. 

“Yeah, a couple of the women have left. But I think at least one guy is still there. What was his name?” Michelle tapped a polished nail against the ceramic mug.” I'd have to look at my notes from back then.” 

“Nathan, I interviewed the Mayor's Human Services

Department Director only a few months ago. We even met with Charlotte Kinchen, the Executive Director of the Housing Authority,” Jennifer said. 

“For a story on the Arts and Humanities Council's Annual Gala,” Gracie snorted.” Not exactly the same thing.” 

“The point is I have access to the powers that be. If this thing is big, then you need someone who can talk to them.” Jennifer stared at her coldly. 

“Gracie's right, Jennifer. This story starts with the people who have to live in these low rent houses and apartments. And the staff who deal with them every day. Those are the important contacts right now.” Earl, a short wiry Black man, tilted his chair back on two legs. 

“Sure, you build it from who gets hurt the most.”  Rexanne Chauvin peered at them over her large round eyeglasses. She was older than most, in her early forties, and a respected investigative reporter. 

“Michelle, get to work on it. Now, the chlorine leak at Shaw Chemical—” In his customary style, Nathan listened then made his ruling quickly before moving on. 

“Nice going, Chelle. You scored on poor old Jennifer again.” Gracie wore a malicious grin. They sat at their desk again after the meeting. 

“Cut that out. If Nathan hadn't thought it made sense for me to do the story, I wouldn't have been assigned. It's not about scoring on other people as you put it. It's about informing the public and doing the best job we can.” Michelle pulled out an old wire-bound notebook. 

“Uh-huh. Go on,” Gracie urged. 

“Okay, beating out Jennifer is the icing on the cake.” Michelle giggled. 

“And how sweet it is,” Gracie agreed. She pointed to a folder.” What's that?” 

“My trusty notes from last year. Ah, here it is, the maintenance supervisor was the guy I talked to. I always had the feeling he wanted to say more than he did.” Michelle began dialing the phone.” Yes, may I speak to Greg Matthews. Really? Do you know where he works now? Thank you.” 

“Gone, huh?” Gracie began stuffing items in her bag in preparation for going out on her assignment. 

“Yeah, but I've got his home number somewhere.” 

Michelle spoke to his elderly aunt who proudly told her that Greg was working at a local real estate management company and would be home after five in the evening. Since she had plenty of other tasks, Michelle put a note on her phone to remind herself to call Matthews later. A busy day followed with background research at the library on several features coming up and chasing after people who would rather not be on camera but would give assistance on other stories. By five thirty that evening, she was back at the station.

“What a day.” Gracie half fell, half sat in her chair.” Two hours of having these really obnoxious little poodles climbing on me. Gee-whiz.” 

“Anna Belle May, right?” Michelle kept writing without looking up. 

“How did you know?” 

“Because you've been working on that Historic Preservation thing for two weeks. Anna Belle has been in on beautification and restoration projects in this town since the dawn of time.” 

“And you can't talk to her at their offices. Oh, no. You have to go to that huge old house where she holds court. What about that Housing Authority thing?” 

“Just talked to him. I'm meeting him at his house in—Oops, five minutes! See ya.” Michelle dashed out. 
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“THANKS FOR SEEING ME on such short notice, Mr.  Matthews.” Michelle settled onto the flowered sofa her notebook balanced on one knee. 

“It's okay. Look, I'm not sure how much help I can be. I left the place almost eight months ago.” Greg Matthews was a compact five foot eleven with a barrel chest and muscular arms. His skin was the color of copper. 

“There are some rumors floating around about under the table deals. Maybe connected to the maintenance of public housing or the rewarding of contracts for repairs. As the maintenance supervisor you would have been in a position to know a lot about how things were handled.” 

“I just sent men out to do the work. I didn't have nothing to do with that stuff.” Greg shifted in his chair and rubbed his hands together. 

“But you know who did,” Michelle prodded. 

“Charlotte Kinchen. But like I said, I didn't make none of those decisions.” 

“Charlotte Kinchen, right?” Michelle began writing. 

“Now hold on. I don't want my name mentioned in this.” Greg waved at her notes nervously. 

“These will only be read by me.  “

“Sure,” he said derisively. 

“Okay, I won't use your name just a code. Now tell me about Charlotte Kinchen.” 

“She coordinates daily operations like rent collection, calculating how much rent people pay, supervises the apartment managers, stuff like that.” 

“I see. So, she decides what companies get the contracts?” 

“There's supposed to be a bid process, but a company other than the lowest bidder can be used. For instance, if they trying to use more minority or women owned firms. Or if they feel the work done by a particular company is better and would save costs in the long run.” 

“What companies usually get picked, Greg?” Michelle cut right to bone. 

“Charlotte got some heavy friends; you know what I'm sayin'? And they got friends. I got four kids to feed.” 

“Who are her friends? Just tell me. I'll get the rest myself.” 

Greg twisted a key chain for several moments before answering.” James Bridges. . ..  and Ike Batiste. She tight with them. People that you don't wanna get mad at you. That's all I can say.” 

Michelle fought to keep her face from showing the excitement she felt. Ike Batiste and James Bridges had been among the most prominent Black businessmen in Baton Rouge for over twenty years. James Bridges had a thriving janitorial business frequently hired by Ike Batiste to clean up his newly constructed homes and vacant properties. Greg was right, both had powerful connections locally and around the state. 

“Close enough to break the rules?” Michelle looked at him. 

Greg nodded.” Real good buddies.” 

“And they get a lot of business from the Housing Authority? Are you saying they get a lot of business because of this friendship?” 

“I told you that's all I'm gonna say.” Greg shook his head. 

“That's enough, Greg.” Hooking the ink pen through the wires at the top, Michelle slapped the pad against her palm.” That's more than enough.” 
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Chapter 2
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Anthony sat at his desk head down, the blueprints spread in front of him. He had been sitting in this position for thirty minutes. 

“What're you doing, man, trying to memorize 'em?” Cedric lifted one corner of the paper. 

“Just looking to make sure everything's okay.” Startled to see his partner standing in front of him, Anthony began to fold the blueprints. 

“Hey, we still need those out,” Cedric held the blueprints.” Your head is definitely somewhere else today. What's up?” 

“Nothing. I'm okay. The new library on East Boulevard is the biggest job we've gotten yet. I want everything to be done just right.” Anthony took a sip of coffee then frowned.” Cold.” He got up to refill his cup from the pot in the small kitchen down the hall. 

“Well, I ain't buying it. I've known you long enough to know that sitting around with a stupefied look on your face means one thing, you saw Michelle,” Cedric called out. 

“Bull. And lower your voice.” Anthony hurried back down the hall looking over his shoulder.” Keisha is supposed to be here any minute. She's taking me to lunch.” 

“So? She should have gotten the message by now. She's been chasing you for months and you haven't even been on a date.” Cedric clasped his hands to his chest and batted his eyes.” Oh, Anthony, do you like my hair like this?” He pretended to fluff his hair. 

“I know, but we've been working really close on the City-wide Church Committee. And she does have feelings. I just have to let her down easy.” 

“Okay, okay.” Cedric stretched his tall lanky frame in one of the black imitation leather chairs opposite Anthony's desk.” So how is Michelle these days?” 

“What makes you think I know?” 

“Quite playing games with me, man. I know you saw her at the station and she let you have it with both barrels.” 

“So you went over to Shantae's house to visit little Devonne, right? No doubt to give the little tyke some lessons on baseball or is it football?” Anthony tried changing the subject. 

“Don't even try it. Yeah, I'm seeing Shantae. And Devonne plays on both peewee teams I coach. The boy is gonna be an all-round athlete. Now back to Michelle.” 

“Damn! I should have just said hello and walked away. No, I had to make a fool of myself trying to be friendly. She still blames Uncle Ike for her father's business problems,” Anthony said in a voice tight with exasperation.” And me for not agreeing with her.” 

“You still got a thing for that woman. Course I don't blame you. She's got the look.” 

“I don't have a thing for Michelle. I just hate that we broke up the way we did. All through high school we were so tight, remember? We even had a five-year class reunion. Almost everybody showed except Michelle.” 

“Man, some of those bourgeoisie girls did give her the cold shoulder when her dad was having financial problems. Y'all was kinda stuck up.” Cedric stuck his chest out.” They only accepted me cause I was the star of the football team and so good-lookin'.” He chuckled. 

“We weren't stuck up. Maybe we were into our own clique, but that's normal for teenagers.” 

“All the same, she got treated differently after that.” 

“But not by me,” Anthony blurted. 

“Well—”

“I didn't turn on Michelle, Cedric.” 

“Let's just say you kinda of backed off when she started talking about your Uncle Ike being a crook.” Cedric examined his fingernails. 

“We had a couple of big arguments about him, sure, but I wasn't going to stop seeing her because of it. We could have worked through that. She was just too angry to listen.” 

“And you were too proud to beg. I still say you ain't lost that lovin' feelin' yet, my brother.” 

“I moved on long ago.” Anthony refused to look him in the eye. 

“Hello, Anthony, dear.” Keisha swept in. She wore the long deep purple cape that matched her dress as though it were a queen's robe. 

“Hi, Keisha. How's tricks?” Cedric stood up. 

Keisha seemed to notice him for the first time.” Hello. I'm just fine.” She honed in on Anthony ignoring him.” Lunch time. We're going to Angelle's. You love their seafood gumbo.” 

Cedric made a face behind her back.” Nice seeing you, too. Later, Anthony. You gonna meet me out at the subdivision around two, right?” 

“Sure. See you then.” Anthony waited until he was sure Cedric had left.” That wasn't very polite.” 

“Cedric doesn't like me and I don't care for him. Now let's have lunch.” Keisha smiled sweetly, her tone saying the subject was closed. 

Angelle's was crowded as usual. It's location close to the downtown area and near the river made it ideal for working people. Keisha and Anthony waved at several acquaintances as they were led to a table on the second floor overlooking the Mississippi River. 

“We're lucky to get this view as crowded as they are.” Anthony sat down. 

“Luck had nothing to do with, sweetie. Mr.  Earl over there reserved this table for us.” Keisha waved at the head waiter, an older black man who nodded smiling. 

“What's so special about today?” Anthony opened the menu. 

“We never officially celebrated your winning the bid last month to build the new library. Since I neglected you so, I'm making it up to you now.” Keisha put her hand on his. 

“You're too good to me, Keisha.” Anthony sighed. Looking over her shoulder, the smile froze on his face. Anthony's jaw muscles tightened. The sight of Michelle entering the restaurant on the arm of another man was an unpleasant shock. 

“You're welcome. What's wrong?” Keisha turned to follow his gaze. 

“Humm? Oh, nothing's wrong. I, uh, thought of a detail at work that needs to be taken care of.” 

“Isn't that Michelle Toussaint, the news reporter on Channel Twelve? I don't recognize that handsome man with her.” 

“Dosu Lemotey, he has a large export business. I guess Michelle is interviewing him for a story.” Anthony looked out of the window. 

“Not the way they're laughing and carrying on. Say, you know her, don't you? You have got to introduce us. Oh look, they're coming this way. Hi!” Keisha waved vigorously determined to get their attention. 
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“A FRIEND IS SPEAKING to you.” Dosu touched Michelle's elbow causing her to look around. 

“Goodness, she must know me, but I have no idea who she is.” Michelle smiled and headed for their table. 

She stopped short when she realized the man with his back to her was Anthony. Dosu reached for her thinking she had lost her balance. Just as his hand came up to Michelle's waist, Anthony looked at them. He turned away sharply. 

“How are you?” Michelle stood awkwardly not only because she was trying to guess who Keisha was, but because of Anthony. 

“I'm Keisha Grant. You know Anthony, right?” Keisha extended a hand. 

“Yes, hello. Dosu, this is Anthony Hilliard.” 

“How do you do?”  Dosu said in his softly accented English as he reached out to shake hands. 

“I watch your news show almost every day. I just love those reports you do. Are you going to the Black and White Ball this year? I hear it's going to be fabulous.” Keisha

scanned Michelle from head to toe.” Lovely outfit. Saw something just like in the Neiman Marcus catalogue.” 

“Really?”  Michelle ignored the less than subtle attempt to find out where she shopped. 

“I believe we have mutual acquaintances.” Dosu spoke to Anthony.” Clarence Burrell and Darryl Beshears speak highly of your work, Mr.  Hilliard.” 

“Thank you. I learned a lot from them. Have you known them long?” 

“Clarence and I met when I came to this country to attend Tuskegee Institute. We have been friends since then. Here is my card. I understand you may be building more homes and offices in the future. I import many items that can be used to furnish and decorate them.” Dosu handed him a gold lettered business card. 

“It may be another year before we get to that point but I'll certainly keep you in mind. So how have you been, Michelle?’ Anthony wore a stony expression as he looked at her. 

Michelle stood awkwardly between the two men. She twisted the long strap of her purse.” Good. And you?” 

“Just fine.” 

“You two practically grew up together I hear.” Keisha grinned. Suddenly the light went out of her face as she looked from Michelle to Anthony. 

“We've known each other for a long time, yes. Michelle and I met in the seventh grade.” Anthony's gaze wavered from Michelle to the scene outside the window. A moment of uneasy silence followed. 

“It was nice meeting you, Ms.  Grant.” Michelle nodded at them both before moving away ahead of Dosu. 
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ANTHONY WAS LOST IN thought for the rest of their extended lunch. Keisha vainly tried to engage his attention, but his conversation was perfunctory and distracted. So Dosu Lemotey was the reason Michelle had given him the cold shoulder. Apparently getting over him had been easy. When they pulled up in front of the office, he got out of her Volvo without speaking. 

“Goodbye,” he waved to her, a vacant look in his eyes. 

“Hey, is that all?”  Keisha pouted. 

“Humm? Oh, sorry. Thanks for lunch. It was nice. I better get going. It's almost two and Cedric will be waiting for me.” Anthony seemed to shake himself awake. 

“Okay. See you tonight?”  Keisha's voice dropped low. 

“I'm going to be working awfully late. I'll call you later.” 

Anthony left before Keisha could say anything more. In the mood he was in, he did not think he could stand too many questions. He was angry that seeing Michelle with another man could shake him so. Not seeing her at all was bad enough, but now he knew there was someone else in her life. Anthony plunged into work for the rest of the day in an attempt to wipe the picture of Michelle smiling at another man from his mind. 
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“HOW LONG WERE YOU TOGETHER?” Dosu spoke softly breaking into her thoughts. 

“What?” Michelle blinked. She realized that she had hardly spoken since they had left Angelle's. 

“The way you so carefully avoided paying very much attention to him was very revealing.”  Dosu's handsome face wore a gentle, wise smile. 

“We’ve known each other since we were about fourteen.” Michelle tried to dodge the real question. 

Dosu cocked his head to one side.” The tie between you is strong.” He seemed to be looking straight into her heart. 

“Anything we had ended some time ago. He stabbed me in the back.” 

“I think maybe you and he have hurt each other yet would like to mend that hurt. It is in his eyes, and yours.”  Dosu parked in front of the station. 

“Our... problem is much deeper than you think, Dosu. It was more than a quarrel. We've both moved on since then, believe me,” Michelle said in a firm tone. 

“There is an African proverb, `Love is like young rice: transplanted, still it grows'.” 

“Love? No way. More like contempt. He defends and supports a man that tried to hurt my family. A man who has the morals of a vulture. Anthony Hilliard is beneath contempt. Be careful doing business with him.” Michelle's voice rang with animosity. 

“I will remember, Michelle. But you remember what I said also.” Dosu gave her a brotherly kiss on the forehead. 
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MICHELLE SAT AT HER desk going over the old notes, or least she appeared to be. Dosu had become a good friend whose counsel she greatly respected. That he saw something in her that reached out to Anthony filled her with anxiety. Thinking back, she still felt the burning pain that seared through her six years ago. A pain caused by Anthony's betrayal. She remembered the look on his face as he defended Ike Batiste. As things became increasingly worse for her father, there was a distance in his voice and manner whenever they met. No, she was not that green college girl anymore. Anthony would never worm his way back into her life only to tear it apart again. Gritting her teeth, determined to push away thoughts of him, Michelle doggedly forced herself to focus on the words before her. 

“Well, here she is. Lois Lane, ace reporter.” Jennifer stood next to her desk, a smug look on her face. 

Michelle glanced up only briefly. This was the last thing she needed right now. She pulled the keyboard to her and began tapping out a rough draft of a report. 

“Working on the big story, I suppose.” Jennifer had something to say and would not be discouraged. 

Michelle pushed the keyboard aside.” Okay, let's get this over with. What is it?” 

“Nothing really. That is if you think my getting two plum assignments Nathan was leaning towards giving to somebody else nothing. I'll be covering the city council meetings for a while.” 

“Big deal. Everybody is happy to have that rotated.” 

“And Weston,” Jennifer said, pausing dramatically.” After discussing it with Nathan, of course, he has decided that I'll be doing a regular feature on good news type stories. We decided to call it `Beacons of Hope'.” 

“What?” Michelle sprang from her chair.  “That story on the community center was supposed to be only the first in a series! It was my idea.” 

“There was quite a positive response. Weston felt we should definitely go with it. And Jason felt you had your hands full, especially with this Housing Authority thing.” Jennifer waved her hand at the papers on Michelle's desk. 

“Where is Nathan? I have a few things to say to him, and Jason, too.” 

“I think they're both in Jason's office. But you're wasting your time, dear,” Jennifer called after her as Michelle stormed out. 

Without knocking, Michelle pushed through the door to Jason's office. Michelle was so angry that she stood seething for nearly thirty seconds unable to speak until they noticed her. 

“Not only didn't I hear you knock, I don't remember telling you to come in.”  Jason sat back in his chair. 

“What the hell is this about Jennifer getting my feature?”  Michelle managed to blurt out. 

“Mr. Lockport made the final decision, but I suggested it. Problem?” Jason raised an eyebrow. 

“You know damn well that I put in extra hours lining up interviews, tracking down sources for that idea.” Michelle stood feet apart jabbing an accusing finger at him. 

“Jennifer has been doing these little `feel good' pieces for a while now. Besides, we decided to throw in some public appeals to help people who need assistance. We need to compete with Channel Seven's Madeline Mason with her `We're on Your Side' segment. I figure the combination will give us the edge. And viewers respond very well to Jennifer.” Jason wore a superior smile. 

“Oh, I get it. We're going to have a battle of the blondes. Play it safe, right? After all, minorities make up only twenty percent of the market share. I was going to spotlight efforts by poor people to change things in their communities. Jennifer is going spend her time hopping from society club soiree to the next.” 

“May I remind you that some of our largest advertisers give very generously to many worthy causes. Are you suggesting they don't deserve recognition?”  Jason said. 

“They get plenty of press now, and you know it. Most of the time when we have film from places like Easy Town it's showing young Black men being led away in handcuffs.”  Michelle threw up both hands in a gesture of frustration. “There is more to those neighborhoods than that. I think we have a responsibility to show it.” 

“Jennifer will spotlight the minority community. In fact, she has a story on that African-American sorority that contributes thousands every year to the Sickle Cell Anemia Foundation.”  Jason shrugged and spread his arms wide. 

“Nathan, you know that's not where I was coming from.”  Michelle turned to him, dismissing Jason. 

“What can I say, Michelle. I gave it a shot, but Weston thought his idea was stronger for the station; broader in scope was the way he put it.” 

“But, Nathan, the closest Jennifer will get to poor neighborhoods is to speed past them on her way to the tanning salon,” Michelle retorted. 

“I'll review leads and make sure we get some of those stories, too. I promise. But this isn't my call, you know that.”  Nathan cupped her elbow and led her out to his office. 

“Thank you, Nathan.”  Jason waved them out of his office in gestured that indicated no further discussion was warranted or desired. 

Back in Nathan's office, Michelle paced the narrow area between his desk and the door. “I worked hard for this. I deserved to be given a shot.” 

“I know you did, but calm down. You've got some pretty good assignments, remember? That Housing Authority story for one. My gut tells me it's going to be big. A career maker. The kind of story investigative reporters dream of.” Nathan sat heavily in his old swivel chair. 

She gave a heavy sigh.” You may be right.” Michelle stood still and rubbed her chin wearing a thoughtful expression.” But it's going to take time to dig it out. It's like an iceberg, most of it's hidden beneath the surface.”  She switched gears as the spark of her ambition was fanned. 

Nathan leaned his elbows on the desk. “Yeah, but think of the pay off. My guy at the DA's office says they just put another investigator on it.” 

“Sure, but they could decide there isn't enough evidence to move on. So while I'm chasing a possibility, as promising as it may seem now, Jennifer will be flashing her pearly white fangs once a week like clockwork.”  Michelle let out a dispirited groan.

“Yeah, but with the inside track you'll have on the Housing Authority story, you could get an exclusive from the DA. Now, stop bitching, Toussaint. Get out there and do your job.” Nathan had spent more time being supportive than he usually was with reporters, but now his patience was exhausted. He crossed to the door and swung it open. 

“You're right. After all, tomorrow's another day.” Michelle parodied Scarlet O'Hara's last line. 

“That's the spirit. Now go.” Grinning, Nathan jerked a thumb towards the newsroom. 
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“THANKS FOR COMING WITH me to this thing.” Michelle Pulled the shawl up around her shoulders. Despite the cool October night, it kept her warm. 

“Are you kidding? This place is gonna be ground zero for all the fine looking African-American professional males within a fifty-mile radius.” Laree tugged at her form fitting dress as she struggled to get out of Michelle's sporty Mustang. 

“They will be with their wives, fiancés and girlfriends. So, don't get your hopes too high.” 

“Get real, relationships begin and end every day. Just step back and watch me work my magic.” Laree pulled the matching coat to her dress around her shoulders. 

“You ought to be ashamed, girl.”  Michelle said, laughing as Laree swung her hips. 

As they entered the banquet hall, both scanned the crowd. The tickets purchased were to benefit the local Big Buddy program sponsored by a coalition of African-American churches and businessmen. 

Laree let out a low whistle of appreciation.” I have ever seen so many furs and diamonds in one room. Look, there's Maureen Clarence-Harrington. Oh, and Shirley Aucoin. Making the rounds so everybody can see their jewelry.” 

“Yeah. These kinds of see and be seen happenings really bore me. If it wasn't to benefit such a great program, believe me I wouldn't be here,” Michelle muttered in an undertone so as not to be overheard by the others seated at their table. 

“Sugar, I'm sorry Dosu had to be out of town. But I'm happy for me. Hi there. Hello.” Laree waved gaily at several acquaintances at nearby tables, one of which was a handsome man who was quite dashing in a dark gray tux. 

“Laree, don't you see that woman next to him? She's giving us a dirty look,” Michelle whispered. 

“That's Theron Mackey. He's been divorced for a year and he's fair game. Like my grandmamma says, if you can't hold your man, hold your hand.” Laree patted her long black hair. 

“How is Miss Hannah doing?” Michelle smiled at the waitress, then frowned at the bland plate of food before her. 

“Going strong. Got a new boyfriend, child. He's a younger man, sixty-nine. She just turned seventy-seven. Mama and my aunts and uncles are too embarrassed.” Laree giggled. 

“Good for her,” Michelle said

“Hell yes. I wanna grow up to be just like my grandma.” 

A distinguished gray-haired woman wearing a heavy gold necklace with matching dangling earrings approached. The blue sequined top she wore glittered as she walked beneath the chandeliers suspended over the banquet hall. 

“Ms. Toussaint, so glad to see you. Wonderful turnout isn't it?” 

“Hello, Mrs.  Harrington. Yes, it is. This is my friend, Laree Payne.” 

“Nice to see you. I hope you're going to do a report on us. We need more positive exposure.” Mrs.  Harrington flashed a professional smile. 

“Yes, we will.” Michelle drummed her fingers then realizing it, she put her hand in her lap. 

“Marvelous, dear. Now you enjoy yourselves.” Mrs.  Harrington floated on to the next table leaving behind a strong whiff of expensive cologne. 

“Geez, that woman has a personality like a fingernail across a blackboard. She's a self-important, upper class snob. Michelle spoke in a low, tight voice. 

“I thought she seemed okay.” Laree was busily devouring the chicken marsala all the while checking out the other guests. 

“Mrs. Maureen Clarence-Harrington is in one of my mother's social clubs. Believe me, those women are more interested in status and appearances than the work these charities do in the community.” Michelle glanced around with distaste. 

“Lighten up. The people who are dedicated do-gooders need money; the people with money need to think they're doing their share. It all balances out, right? Now let's get back to the important stuff. You know Theron Mackey, introduce us.” Laree was again favoring him with a big smile. 

“No way. That lady isn't going to come after me with her butter knife,” Michelle hissed at her. 

Their good-natured argument



























































[image: ]






d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
After All

Nothing stops real love

Lg Emery






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





