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Chapter 1

 


 


I stare at my reflection in the scratched
plastic window of the crowded D train as it bolts into the
7th Avenue Station. I should have followed Colleen’s
advice and called in sick today. Said something cute to the
receptionist like I had a broken heart or something. But if I
stayed home I don’t think I’d ever get out of bed again.

Even though I’m hurting I don’t want to act
like a guy who just got dumped. Living in the gentrified ghetto of
Harlem with a mortgage and bills to pay I can’t afford to turn into
that dirty unshaven brother because my woman left me. By the end of
the month the bank would be foreclosing on my condo and realtors
would be posting ads for it. Besides, work will take my mind off
Colleen-

I think about what she told me this morning
watching the silver E train race into the station in the opposite
direction. I guess over the past five years we were going in
different directions. Changing into different people. The polished
businesswoman I know today is nothing like the frumpy Goth I wanted
to marry-

I crack a smile thinking about happier times
as the subway doors close. The forced grin eases tension inside me
as the train bolts into the Rockefeller Center station. I get off
the train, march up the stairs, and through the turnstile. On my
way to the 50th Street exit I rush through the mezzanine
of underground shops outside the subway station. I’d stop off for a
donut myself, but I just want to be alone in my office for a couple
of minutes.

My watch reads 8:45; I’ll be able to have
that moment alone if I move quickly. I hurry up the stairs and turn
the corner of 50th Street to enter the Rockefeller
Center office tower. I twirl through the polished brass revolving
door and dart through the lobby over to the elevator bank servicing
floors 2-18. When the elevator opens on the tenth floor I find my
assistant Carla standing in front of the reception desk shaking
nervously. I wonder what has her rattled so badly.

“What’s going on Carla? Somebody do something
to you?”

Carla’s eyes fall to the floor. “Eric wants
you to go directly to his office.”

Carla somberly shuffles back to her desk.
Whatever her problem is I’ll talk to her about it when I get out of
this meeting. I turn left and walk down a long Berber carpeted
corridor then turn the corner. At the end of the hall is a tall ash
colored wooden door with the name Eric Tuttleson, Vice President
inscribed on a brass plaque. I open the door and the short wavy
haired mocha colored man in the Birdseye business suit turns away
from the picture windows he’s staring out of to greet me with a
scowl. I smile at him hoping to break the tension swirling around
the room.

“You wanted to see me?” I ask.

“Yes. I did John.” Eric snarls. “Have a
seat.”

Hearing the twangy nasal sound of his voice
makes me uneasy. He’s knocked it up a few octaves to make himself
sound White. Eric peers down contemptuously at me as I ease into
the smooth black leather office chair in front of his glass-topped
desk. When my brown eyes lock into his green contacts I hear the
anger in his voice.

“John, I’m going to be frank with you. I
never really liked your work.”

So he’s not a fan of my work. He should be a
fan of results. I have a long track record of successful product
launches. I’ll stand behind everything I’ve done here.

“I don’t understand why you’re displeased.” I
reply. “Since I’ve become Director of Marketing a year ago the
public has a better awareness of our products than in the history
of the company.”

“Your “thang” is not what I
want representing this company.” Eric mocks. “Now you’re an
excellent worker, but your vision for Sunrise’s future is not in
tandem with mine. I need people on my team who can see things the
way I do.”

“I see us making a lot more money than we did
five years ago.”

“Productivity isn’t the issue here John.”
Eric continues. “In order for an individual to grow in a corporate
culture they must have values similar to those of the group. After
reviewing your resume and background it’s clear you’re not going to
fit in with the members of the overall Sunrise senior management
team.”

Listening to his arrogant comments it seems
who I am rubs him the wrong way. Since I’m just a
common Negro to him and not one of those Blacks with a high-class
pedigree I’m not supposed to be working in this kind of job. In
his Sunrise Foods, senior management jobs are
only for those Blacks who have the honor of tracing their bloodline
back to their slave masters. My bad for working hard and getting
promoted on the merits.

“My resume and background were quite
impressive when I was hired five years ago.”

“For someone working in an entry level
position.” Eric dismisses. “However, Sunrise Foods needs a creative
visionary with a more refined background to supervise our marketing
department. My ideal candidate would be someone whose experiences
have enabled them to gain an expanded perspective of the world. An
individual with a degree from a top university who worked at an
internship with a major corporation. This more well-rounded
individual would be more suited to the task of running our
department than someone of your limited experiences.”

By using big words and jargon he thinks I
won’t know he’s just insulted me. Normally I wouldn’t say anything
and just walk out of the room. But this Tom has pissed me off in
his pitiful attempt to patronize me. I’ll show him how smart I
really am.

I get up out of my seat and put on a friendly
smile. “Basically I have too much bass in my voice.”

“I don’t know what you’re insinuating-” Eric
says backing away.

“I’m not insinuating anything. You
said I was too “ghetto” to be a manager here.”

“I never said that-”

“You implied it.”

Eric gets nervous. Called on his game the
worm shows his true colors. “In my professional opinion it was a
mistake for the lower level managers to promote a person with your
background to this junior executive position. Now I’ve had a
substantial severance package directly deposited to your
account-”

“Wait-You’re firing me?”

“I just don’t see a place for you here at
Sunrise Foods John. I can’t send you back to market research.”

“You don’t want me telling the masses about
your paper bag test.”

“I don’t know what you’re insinuating John.
Your employment here is at will. I can terminate you at any time
for any reason.”

Figures the craven elitist would use company
policy to cover his actions. The coward probably researched this
down to the last letter of human resource law so he could have
every legal justification for firing me. It seems that this old
proud Black owned company isn’t as Pro-Black or as self-aware as it
purports itself to be.

“I guess I have two weeks notice.”

“Actually, I’d like you out of the building
as soon as possible. I’m sorry you wasted so much time in your
professional career with us.”

Eric hits a button on his intercom. The door
opens abruptly and two burly security guards storm the room. I
guess they’re here to restrain me in case I decide to get violent
like all those thugz he sees in the gangsta rap videos. The only
person embarrassing himself will be Eric Tuttleson. I’m not giving
him the satisfaction.

“I’m sorry I wasted my time with you
too.”

“Guys, could you please escort Mr. Haynes out
of the building.” Eric requests cheerfully. “Thanks a lot.”

Oh, I’m John in private and Mr. Haynes
in front of company. He’s lucky I’m a Christian or I’d curse him
out. Carla nervously shuffles into the office with a white
cardboard box containing my belongings. I can tell by the disgusted
look on her face she didn’t want any part of this.

“I’m sorry John.” Carla says.

“Don’t be.” I say giving her a smile.

As I take the box from her, the chocolate
colored brother to the left of me gestures for a canister on his
belt. “Brother you ain’t got to reach for the pepper spray.” I tell
him. “It ain’t going down like that.”

The guard pulls his hand away from the
canister and I’m escorted down the corridor to the elevator bank.
My heart pounds in my chest as I check the contents of my box. Joe
Fixit Hulk action figure, Egyptian Queens calendar, post it notes,
Vanessa Williams CD, Luther Vandross CD, Whitney Houston CD, Broken
Batman mug I use as a pencil cup, Hudson College coffee mug, my
winter gloves, stapler, legal pads, Rolodex, framed photos of
Colleen and me, ten framed achievement awards that hung in my
office. Carla did a good job of packing all my personal effects.
Everything is all here.

One of the guards hits the down button and
the officers follow me into the car. I take deep breaths to calm
myself until the elevator opens in the lobby. It’s not until I
twirl through the brass revolving door and walk out onto the
sidewalk that they turn around and head back to their posts.

I keep my eyes down on the contents of my box
as I turn the corner. I need to get down to Tiffany’s and get my
money back from Colleen’s engagement ring-

I’m sorry.

Thankfully the tall red-suited stranger
doesn’t appear upset by my violation of his personal space. I’m
about to apologize, but the warm smile on the burly Black man’s
face tells me there’s no love lost.

“I’m sorry.” I say.

“That’s all right brother.” The smooth voiced
stranger says. “You have a good day.”

“Thanks man.”

When the stranger turns and walks down Sixth
Avenue, I continue walking up towards Fifth Avenue. The faster I
get this refund, the faster I can get started on my job hunt.


Chapter 2

 


 


John bumping into me was no accident. I
wanted to catch the disgusted look on his face when he left his
office. His suffering just brings me so much joy.

With the first phase of my plan complete, I
leave the busy streets of New York City by fading into a flash of
light. Within moments I arrive back at the study of my secret
palace buried deep underneath the tundra of the Arctic. I grab the
biography of John’s life I had commissioned off the mahogany desk.
E’steem should be able to easily read through this material in
three months. She’ll be ready to participate in the second phase of
the plan by then.

I peer down the hall into the doorway of the
library to find my librarian sitting at the reference table in her
tattered linen red dress. The tall voluptuous almond colored
demoness runs her cloven fingernails through her long silky black
hair in frustration. It’s a shame such a beautiful talented woman
won’t let go of the past. She still skulks around my palace with a
visage featuring canine teeth, yellow snake eyes, and pair of long
black horns jutting out of her forehead. If she ever walked around
the realms today with such a grotesque appearance, the other human
faced demons would laugh her to scorn.

She seems preoccupied with her reading; she’s
probably going through the family lineages of the gods again
searching for that long lost child to kill in her fruitless quest
to join my Elect. It saddens me to see that she still hasn’t
learned anything from her humiliating defeat at the hands of the
goddess Isis. During her hundred-twenty-five-year stay at my
residence she could have pursued more productive political goals.
However, she’s allowed her life to deteriorate into a pitiful
existence of transcribing old texts, reading that book, eating,
sleeping, and watching television. If she were human I would
actually enjoy seeing her so pathetic. I wonder if she still has
the faculties to match wits with a formidable foe like John
Haynes.


Chapter 3

 


 


I sigh reading the through the chronicle of
the gods for the one hundred billionth time. To my chagrin it reads
the same as it did over a hundred years ago. I have no chance
whatsoever of joining Lucifer’s Elect by killing a god.

I slam the book shut in disgust. Damn the
laws of Hell! I couldn’t kill Isis and now I’ll never achieve my
dream of becoming a Lady. If only I hadn’t underestimated the
goddess all those years ago I wouldn’t be stuck in this purgatory.
He says it’s the second most powerful position in Hell. I feel it’s
a glorified dead-end secretarial job to keep me from being a threat
to his political base. In his eyes I’m probably too dangerous to
have roaming freely around the realms. So he piles up the mindless
busy work to keep me occupied while he roams the Earth causing
trouble for everyone else.

And the monotony of it has been keeping me
quite busy. I only read those old family lineages to give myself a
break from writing. I’ve been developing a wonderful case of carpal
tunnel syndrome transcribing ancient texts by hand for the past six
months. The same ancient texts he had me transcribe six months
before. Except I wrote them using blue ink and not black ink and
now I have to rewrite them all over because the words look wrong to
him in the blue ink. Well, my job could be worse. He could hook
this old musty library up to a computer network. Then I’d have to
spend hours staring into a computer screen typing texts up. With my
luck the software would probably prompt some error message after I
keyed in the last letter of text and shut down. I think I’d lose my
mind if I had to deal with that all the time.

I grimace looking up at the clock on the wall
above me. Nine thirty. Three hours until lunch. I better finish
transcribing this page before Lucifer returns. He’ll want to review
my work and I’ll need to show him something-

Dammit, I’m not going have time to get back
to work. The loud clop of the Lord’s expensive Italian leather
shoes echo in the hallway as they pound into the old hardwood
floors. He grins as he strolls into the library carrying a large
leather bound book under his arm. It looks like I won’t be watching
my soaps this afternoon.

I twirl my creaky old wooden chair around
clockwise and stop it with my toe claws as he approaches my desk.
I’m going to find out what color ink he wants these texts written
in before I write a single word on paper.

“More texts for me to transcribe Lord?” I
ask. “Do you want them in blue or black ink?”

“No E’steem, I have a much more important
task to assign you.” Lucifer replies handing me the book.

The title on the cover reads The Life and
Times of John Haynes. I don’t see publisher logo on the first
page, just the portrait picture of a husky golden brown colored man
wearing one of those flat-top-fade hairstyles and a green twill
button-down shirt. From the looks of him he’s no one special. If I
were on Earth I’d probably pass him by and not pay him any
attention.

“Who is John Haynes?” I ask.

“Your assignment.” He spits.

“You sound like you don’t like him.”

“I despise him.”

“From the looks of him he’s not worth
spending the time to even talk about. What’s he done to earn your
ire?”

“E’steem don’t underestimate John. He’s
extremely dangerous.”

“Then why don’t you just kill him?”

“He would die and be with his Lord.”

“He’d be out of your hair dead.”

“Death alone is not enough for this man.”

“If you don’t want him dead, what do you want
done to him?”

“To kill a man like John is nothing.” Lucifer
continues. “I’d merely have his life for a moment. To destroy
someone like him, I must compromise him.”

“Compromise? How can compromise be worse than
death?”

“Death only kills the flesh. Compromise kills
the soul.”

Even when I was roaming the realms I never
would have planned something as insidious as destroying a man’s
eternal soul. This will be quite the challenge.

“I want John to betray the beliefs and ideals
that are at the essence of himself.” Lucifer continues.
“When I’ve made him betray his personal values, he will be at my
feet begging for mercy. Then when I kill him, I won’t just have his
life. I’ll have his soul for all eternity.”

“This poor soul doesn’t seem like it’s worth
the effort.” I dismiss.

“One soul this troublesome is worth all my
best efforts. It would bring me the greatest pleasure knowing John
Haynes is burning in Hell.”

“How do you propose I compromise this
man?”

“I will bring him to you. When you are
together, persuade him to lie with you. When the two of you become
one, reveal your true self to him and I will kill him.”

I bristle at his request. “You want me to
play the harlot?”

“He’s quite vulnerable. His lover has left
him and he’s lost his job. In his confused frame of mind it would
be very easy for a woman of your great pulchritude to charm him
into your bed.”

“I don’t like using my body-”

“You are a demoness. Surely you’ve committed
many acts of fornication in your lifetime.”

“Quite a few.”

Lucifer notices my uneasiness. He puts a hand
on my shoulder to reassure me. I’m still uneasy.

“I’ve watched you come into this library
every day and read that old book for over a hundred years.” Lucifer
continues. “It’s a waste of your countless talents.”

“The law clearly states I have to kill a
god-”

“I wrote the law. And I’m willing to waive it
for you this one time. Destroy this man for me and I will allow you
to join my Elect.”

“Y-You’ll make me a Lady?”

“His destruction is that important to
me.”

The hatred Lucifer has for John Haynes must
run incredibly deep. He’s so passionate about destroying this one
man’s soul he’s willing to break his own laws and let me roam among
Hell’s demons again. I can’t pass this opportunity up.

“What if I fail to compromise John?”

“You will never be allowed to return to my
palace and reside with me again. You will spend the rest of your
days walking to and fro the Earth.”

The stakes he’s setting are tremendously
high, but the prize is definitely worth the risk. I’ll gamble my
position for a chance at becoming the most powerful she-demon in
All Hell.

“His soul will be yours Lord.”


Chapter 4

 


 


No Woman. No job. That’s cool. I ain’t beaten
till I give up. And I don’t plan on giving up. Not today. Not
tomorrow. Not ever. If that suit-wearing Tom thinks firing me is
going to take me out of the game he’s wrong.

I storm into my apartment and make a bee-line
for my home office. I drop my box on the desk, shed my coat on the
back of the office chair and turn on my computer. As it boots up, I
cock my phone to my head, grab my Rolodex out of the box and flip
through the business cards. I’m one of the best marketing pros out
there. If Tuttleson doesn’t want me at his company, one of his
competitors will be glad to have me on their team.


Chapter 5

 


 


Before I get ready for bed, I get a look at
myself in the full-length mirror on my closet door. I wonder if I’m
truly capable of doing what my Lord is requesting of me. The whole
idea of lying down with a stranger makes my skin crawl.

I put on a confident face in front of Lucifer
this morning promising to take John Haynes’ soul. But the truth is
I’m scared to death about participating in his scheme. Although
I’ve committed many a sin, I’ve always made it a point to never
commit an act of fornication. I’ve always believed that a weak
woman abuses her body to lose face and a strong one uses her mind
to earn respect. I wonder if Lucifer is going too far by asking me
to do this.

The second thoughts running around in my head
have me asking myself questions I don’t have answers for. Can I
join myself with this stranger in the most intimate act of human
contact? Could I even let this man touch me in those private places
of myself only I explore when I’m alone? Could I even touch him?
Could I even touch the most intimate parts of his body? Could I
look him in the eyes when we lie together? Could I look at him
afterward knowing he’s going to die? Could I look at myself
afterward? What Lucifer is asking me to do takes a tremendous
amount of indifference to human life. I’m wondering how cold my
blood truly is.

I know Lucifer is testing me to see how
ruthless I truly am. I didn’t want to show him any weakness so I
agreed to go along with his plan in spite of my reservations. I
want to believe sacrificing my body will be worth it for the
fulfillment of a lifelong dream. The few moments I share with this
man should mean nothing compared to acquiring power for an
eternity. I only wish I could convince myself it’s going to be that
easy.

No matter how I’m feeling I’ve got to get to
work. This tome looks like it’s over a thousand pages, so I better
start reading it. No telling when the Lord is going to need me.


Chapter 6

 


 


Even though she was a little hesitant I could
see the black spark return to E’steem’s eyes when I explained my
scheme to her. I’m sure once she gets involved in the assignment
all her doubts will melt away and she’ll focus on her goal.
Ladyship means as much to her as John’s soul means to me.

While she does her reading, I too have work
to do. Ending John’s relationship with Colleen and having him
terminated from his job at Sunrise Foods only laid the groundwork
for my plans. I must develop further strategies to achieve my
ultimate goal. Getting to know John intimately I’ve learned that
his greatest weakness is his inability to believe in himself.
Because of his troubled childhood he often feels that people doubt
his abilities and intelligence. That makes him doubt himself. I’ll
use his insecurities to my advantage.

Since E’steem is working with me I’ll take a
page from her old strategy book and play on John’s strengths to
exploit that weakness. Instead of giving him just a job at one of
my firms, I’ll allow him to accomplish his lifelong dream and let
him prove himself competent to the world. One of my older
corporations on Earth is in the process of restructuring and is in
need of a new Chief Executive Officer. John will be so busy leading
my employees that he won’t be aware of the subtle politics
transpiring about him. Distracted by his powerful job and the
attractive woman I’m putting on his arm, he won’t know what’s going
on until I come to kill him.

I’m so full of anticipation I want to call my
agents and have them contact John about a job tomorrow. However, it
would be prudent for me to be patient; hasty action would only foil
my decades of hard work. I don’t want to draw suspicion from the
other human employees at the corporation or John himself. I have to
think of a way to recruit him into my company that is legitimate.
For now I’ll take my pleasure from watching John worry himself
during his frustrating job search.


Chapter 7

 


 


The green lights on the silver VCR clock
across from me read 7:05. I’ve got four interviews today and I need
to be downtown by nine.

I accidentally brush against Colleen’s legs
easing out of bed. I put on an apologetic smile as the voluptuous
peanut butter colored woman stirs and grimaces at me.

“John, why is all your office stuff here?”
She asks.

“It’s useless stuff so I thought I’d bring it
home.” I answer.

“Your awards, pictures of me and you, your
pencil cup and your Rolodex are useless. What’s going on?” Colleen
asks as she gets out of bed.

I put some distance between us. I walk over
to the closet and slide the mirrored door to the right open. When I
see the concerned look on her face in the reflection on the door I
frown. I really want to tell her what’s going on.

“Nothing.” I reply coldly.

“You were up almost all night on the
Internet. If something is wrong you can tell me-”

“Er…We’re broken up.” I say smiling at
her.

“You can always come to me about
anything.”

I hate doing this but it’s the only way I can
move on. I turn to Colleen and paste on a smile. “It’s nothing to
worry about. I’m just working on a special project on my job.” I
lie. “If I do well on it I might be on my way to becoming a senior
executive.”

“Oh. Good luck then. I hope you get it.”

“I’m going to be doing some work at home and
I wanted to have some stuff at home to remind me of work. Mind if I
ask why you’re getting up so late?”

“I’m taking some time off to get ready to
move. So if you’re working at home why are you getting up so
early?”

Man, have I painted myself into a nice
corner. I grab my navy blue double-breasted suit off the rod.

“That’s your best suit John. If you’re
working at home why are you getting dressed up?”

Got to find an answer. “I was going to meet
with some clients at their site this morning about the project.
I’ll be working at home later on.”

“Call me if it wraps up early. Maybe we could
have lunch together.”

The invite is her way of reaching out to me.
I’d love to take her hand. But I want us to stay clear with each
other. If I’m her ex I need to stay her ex. “I’m probably going to
be busy all day.”

“If you need anything you just let me
know.”

“I’ll do that.” I say walking into the
bathroom.

I close the bathroom door take a deep breath
and wipe the tears out of my eyes. I hate this. I really hate
this.


Chapter 8

 


 


Around 7:55 John bolts towards the front door
in his best suit and shoes. I gulp my glass of orange juice down
and race out of the kitchenette over to the front door. I just feel
I need to say something to him.

I take his large soft hand as he unlocks the
door. “I’m getting ready to go.” John says smiling at me.

“Well, I just wanted to wish you good luck
with your project.”

“Thanks.”

I unlock the door for him and let him out.
After he leaves I hurry into the home office. Something is wrong
and it has nothing to do with us breaking up. John is a very open
person; he doesn’t shut down unless someone has said something or
done something to him to hurt him deeply. I’ve got to find out
what’s causing him to withdraw all of a sudden.

I enter the converted bedroom and brush by
the white cardboard box containing John’s personal effects sitting
on top of his desk. I’ve already searched through its contents for
answers last night and there weren’t any there. Perhaps John has
left other clues on the desk this morning to why he’s acting so
strangely.

I notice a sheet of paper left in the tray of
the laser printer. It’s John’s resume. He’s updated it detailing
all of his responsibilities as Director of Marketing and changed
the end date of his tenure with Sunrise Foods to this year. What’s
he need with a resume if he’s working on a special project to get a
promotion?

Looking for answers to that question I pull
the leather office chair out from under the desk and have a seat in
front of his computer. I hit a key on the keyboard and the sleeping
computer monitor lights up to show the Justice League wallpaper
displayed on the screen. I open up Internet Explorer, click the
work offline option on the pull down menu, and then the history
icon to the right. He’s visited monster.com, hotjobs.com,
careerbuilder.com, and a host of other job sites. I knew that story
about a promotion he told me was fishy.

Reviewing the other websites he’s visited, I
also see he’s researched information on companies Sunrise Foods has
worked with in the past. The links highlighted in gray show me he’s
sent some e-mails. I run the mouse over the Outlook icon at the
bottom of the screen to open up the program, then click the sent
mail tab. The titles in the dozens of e-mails sent make my heart
stop.

Several say Resume for Product Manager
Position, Resume for Marketing Director, other titles read
Marketing Manager, and Marketing Specialist. Flipping through the
Rolodex I notice that some of the names on the business cards match
those on the e-mails. Oh my God he’s lost his job.

I know why he’s keeping this from me; he
doesn’t want me to feel obligated to stay in New York in a
relationship that I don’t want to be in. That puts me in a tight
spot. I know unemployment isn’t going to cover all his expenses.
I’d definitely give him some cash to tide him over until he found
that next job, but then he’d know that I know about his job loss.
God, I just wish I could come up with a solution that didn’t hurt
him.

I stare down at the phone on the desk, huff
an angry sigh and punch in Scott’s work number. I just hope this
doesn’t make things worse.

“Grayson Media.” The bubbly receptionist
greets.

“I’d like to speak with Scott Grayson.”

“And you are-”

“Colleen Anderson of Anderson Financial.”

A brief interlude of lite muzak plays before
Scott picks up. “What’s up Col?” Scott’s gruff voice says over the
phone.

“Scott, I need you to do me a favor.” I say.
“Whatever you do, don’t tell John I called you.”

“You creepin’?” Scott asks.

“No. I’m about to leave John-”

“And you’re calling me early in the morning?
I don’t like where this is going-”

“No, just hear me out. Things aren’t going to
work out between me and John so we agreed to break up.”

“I’m sorry to hear that. I thought you two
were gonna make it.”

“Running my company takes so much work I just
don’t have time for a man right now.”

“So what’s with all the secrecy? I’d think
John would call me before you would.”

“John lost his job yesterday.”

Scott takes the news just as hard as I do. I
can hear him falling back in his office chair.

“Oh shit. That’s fucked up. You leaving him,
and him losing his job all in the same week. It sounds like the bad
old days all over again.”

“John’s pretending like he’s okay.” I
continue. “But I’m scared Scott. He’s worked so hard and now he’s
about to lose everything. I need you to do me a favor and give him
something to do- possibly some freelance work or something-”

“I don’t know-”

“You two have put the past behind you. You
wouldn’t leave a friend out like that would you?”

“Nah, I wouldn’t do that. John is my boy. I’d
be glad to hook him up but-

“But what?”

“I don’t like all this secrecy.” Scott
continues. “Going behind John’s back doesn’t feel right to me. You
should talk to him first.”

“I can’t. I’m leaving for Chicago Friday
morning.”

“Shit, I really hate this. It’s like what
Tisha was asking me to do back in the day.”

“I hear you. Going behind John’s back is
something I don’t like doing but he needs all the help he can
get-”

“You have to trust him.”

“I can’t do that.”

“John’s a lot smarter than you’re giving him
credit for Col. In a tight spot the brother can pull it out. Using
that head of his, he’d have a better job than the one he lost in no
time.”

“I need him to have a job now. He’s worked
too hard to lose everything-”

“I’ve worked hard too. I don’t need some
lovesick brother wreaking havoc at my station.”

“If he’s working, he won’t have time to think
about his broken heart.”

“He was gonna have to deal with that
anyway-”

“Look, if you give John a job I’ll pay his
salary out of my own pocket-”

“You ain’t got to do that Col. I got it. Just
how do you want me to talk to John?”

“I tell you what. You drive us to the airport
Friday Morning.” I continue. “You can bring it up in the car after
I take my flight. Just don’t tell John about this call.”

“My phone never rang today.”

 



Chapter 9

 


 


I sluggishly tread up Riverside Drive towards
my building. Man, I’m so tired from walking up and down Midtown all
day all I want to do is make a sandwich and go to sleep.

I’ve been on four interviews today. Although
I know I did well on all of them I can’t honestly say they’ll make
me an offer. The indifferent responses I got from everyone has me
feeling I shouldn’t wait by the phone even though they promised to
call me.

I stagger under green awning of the Harlem
Riverside Tower. The paisley carpeted lobby becomes a blur as I
push my tired body towards the silver elevator doors a few yards
away. As the elevator slides open, I step in and press three. The
soft chime signaling I’ve arrived on my floor wakes me out of a
sleepy daze.

I mush into the hall; thankfully apartment
#3C is right across from the elevator bank. I twist my key into the
door and open the lock. I’m about to lean on the door when Colleen
opens it. She stands in the doorway wearing a cute black terrycloth
jogging suit and a bright smile. I smile back at her as I shuffle
past her. I’m going to miss seeing those beautiful brown eyes.

“Hey John, how was your day?” She asks.

“Tiring.” I say taking off my coat. “This
project is a lot more work than I expected.”

“I have days like that all the time. You
don’t know which way is up.”

“This research is so hard to figure out. I
don’t know what the audience wants. One group of customers of
people wants one set of things and another group wants something
else. I can’t get a consensus.”

“You’ll figure it out.”

I hang up my coat and notice her suitcases
stacked in front of the end table. Colleen furrows her eyebrows. I
smile at her. “All packed up?” I ask.

“Yeah.” Colleen sighs. “My flight leaves La
Guardia tomorrow morning.”

“Yeah.” I sigh.

“I bought us a pizza. It’s a supreme.”

She remembers the dinner we had at my
parents’ apartment five years ago. The night that led to us being
together. The night that changed my life.

“The main course of our last dinner together
is the same as the first.” I say.

“Like bookends.”

I smile at her and give her a hug. “Thanks
for remembering.”

“I’ll never forget that night.” Colleen says
breaking the embrace.

Colleen follows me over to the sofa. I flop
into the center cushion while Colleen flips the white cardboard box
open. The aroma of Italian spices and fills the air as I pick up a
large slice and fold it in half. Colleen grabs a slice and smiles
nervously at me.

“I would have said yes.” Colleen says.

“Yes to what?” I ask.

“Your proposal.” Colleen continues. “If
things had been different I would’ve married you.”

“Why tell me now?”

“I didn’t want you wracking your brain for
the rest of your life wondering whether or not I would have said
yes or no if you got a chance to propose to me.”

“I wouldn’t be wracking my brain. I knew you
would have said yes.” I say finishing the first slice of pizza.

“You tend to dwell on things.” Colleen says
picking up a slice. “You took ten years dealing with your
relationship with Tisha. I don’t want you spending that much time
thinking about me.”

“I don’t want to forget you-”

“You won’t. Just as I love you, someone else
will love you. Give them a chance to know you the way I do.”

“Isn’t it a little early to start talking
about me dating someone else?” I say finishing the second slice of
pizza.

“I want you to keep going forward.” Colleen
continues. “You’ve worked too hard to get this far. Don’t take a
step back.”

Colleen takes my hand. I catch her eyes.
Letting me go is tearing her up.

I start getting choked up. “I’ll keep moving
forward.” I promise.

I feel the tears coming on. I need to get out
of here. I finish my slice and ease up off the sofa. “Good night
Colleen.”

“I’ll clean up.” Colleen says as I shuffle
into the bedroom.


Chapter 10

 


 


As John hurries down the hall, I head into
the kitchen, put the leftovers away and wash my hands. The rushing
sound of water out of the faucet drowns out my tears. I already
miss him.

When my hands are clean I turn off the water,
rip off a paper towel and blot my hands dry. Then I flick off the
lights and shuffle down to the bedroom. In the darkness I feel
John’s clothes scattered about the floor and hear the whimper in
his snore. He’s cried himself to sleep.

I quickly kick off my sneakers and strip out
of my jogging suit then gently pull the comforter and sheets up and
look down at John. A proud smile cracks on my face as I gently
plant a goodbye kiss on his forehead before easing my hips his into
his. As we spoon together for the last time, I feel the distance
between us growing.


Chapter 11

 


 


I didn’t get much rest last night. I was too
busy thinking about getting through today. It always hurts when
people go away.

I just hate watching someone I’m close to
leave. Every time I feel like I’m getting close to someone they go
away or I go away. The only difference this time is unlike my past
relationships, things aren’t abruptly ending leaving everything
unresolved between us. I’m hoping that will help me get over
Colleen.

I wait for her standing next to her suitcases
in the living room. I check my watch; it’s eight thirty and her
flight leaves La Guardia at ten. We should be on our way to the
airport by now-

Colleen darts out into the living room
dressed in her old baggy white broadcloth blouse, black gabardine
skirt and scarred black combat boots. She even wears her old gold
wire framed glasses and black G-shock watch. I know she’s dressed
up for me. She stopped wearing that dowdy getup three years ago
when her father died.

“I haven’t seen that outfit in a while.” I
say.

“I packed all my clothes last night.” Colleen
replies. “This was all I had left out to wear.”

I give her a thankful smile as she puts on
her trench coat. Colleen smiles back at me while I take her bags
out of the apartment and lock up. After a brief elevator ride and
walk through the lobby we stand under the buildings’ awning as rain
drizzles down on the street. Colleen continues to smile at me but I
can see sadness in her eyes.

“Did you call a cab?” I ask.

“I got a friend to drive us. He should be
coming by in a minute.”

A familiar black Lincoln Navigator pulls up
in front of the building and rolls down its tinted windows. I glare
at Grayson as he gets out of his truck. The tall bald chocolate
colored man takes the time to button up his black leather trench
coat before helping me take the bags. We gingerly place the
suitcases in the rear before closing the lift gate. Colleen and I
take seats in the back and Grayson gets back behind the wheel. Once
the truck pulls away from the building I decide to ask some
questions. Grayson and Colleen aren’t tight, so why is he driving
her to the airport?

“What got you up so early man?” I ask.

“You know how hard it is for a sister to get
a cab.” Grayson answers. “So I decided to hook her up.”

“Scott was the only person I knew who could
give me a ride.” Colleen says.

“It’s the least I could do for the woman who
pays my bills with her commercials.”

I look in Colleen’s eyes. A ride in this car
is the only thing she’s getting from him.

“Thanks man.” I say.

“It’s cool.” Grayson replies.

The drive to LaGuardia is shorter than I
expected; traffic is light this morning due to the rain. Once we’re
over the Queensboro Bridge we arrive at the airport in forty-five
minutes. Scott stops in front of the Delta Terminal and pops the
lift gate from inside. Colleen and I get out of the truck and
unload her bags. When we reach the curb, it’s time for us to say
goodbye.

“Don’t ever give up.” She blurts.

Not the goodbye I expected. “What do you
mean?” I ask curiously.

“Promise me that no matter how hard things
get that you won’t ever give up. You’ve come too far to fall. You
keep trying and you keep going forward.”

I can do this for her. “I won’t give up.”

Out of nowhere, Colleen hugs me. When we
break the embrace I see tears streaming down her cheek. I reach out
to hug her again but she won’t let me comfort her.

Colleen smiles at me one last time then turns
and takes her bags into the terminal. I watch her walk through the
glass doors then turn and get back in the Navigator. Grayson
quickly drives us out of the airport complex and I keep looking at
the road in front of me.


Chapter 12

 


 


Once we get back into the city, Grayson stops
the truck near Riverside Park and 126th Street. He shuts
off the stereo and grimaces at me. There’s something he wants to
talk about.

“This is out of your way. You making a stop?”
I ask.

“I thought we could talk about some stuff
man.” Grayson says.

“What’s up?”

“I’m short handed at the station. My sales
department is a mess. I need somebody to oversee restructuring it.
I’d pay you the higher consultant rate if you came back for a
couple of months.”

I’d love to take Grayson up on his offer.
Unfortunately the last time I worked for him we were at each
other’s throats. It got so bad that I wound up with broken ribs and
he had to pay me a six-figure settlement. We’ve resolved that feud
and I don’t want to risk opening up those old wounds again. I value
our friendship too much to endanger it.

“I’d love to help you out Grayson, but you
know it’d never work.” I reply.

Grayson nods his head in agreement. “I hear
you man. You gonna be okay?”

“Yeah.”

“Your woman just left you.”

“I’m dealing with it.”

“I know you’re dealing with it, but it still
hurts like a motherfucker to get dumped. I remember how bad I felt
when Tisha left me. I couldn’t eat or sleep for weeks.”

“Colleen told me this is what she
wanted.”

“What do you want?”

“If this makes her happy, then it makes me
happy.”

“Is your money is tight man? All your bills
paid up?”

“My bills are taken care of.” I reply. “Why
are you concerned about my money all of a sudden?”

“Colleen told me about you losing your
job.”

I should have known something was up by the
way he was acting. Grayson wouldn’t want me working for him again
without some arm-twisting. I don’t know how Colleen found out about
my job situation, but she did. It touches me to know she was still
trying to help me.

“What happened man?” Grayson asks.

“Story of my life. I was told to take my ball
and go play someplace else.” I reply.

“But you were doing so well man. You had your
own department. Don’t tell me they found out about your brain
operation-”

“I wish they did. Then I could understand.
No, this time I was fired for not passing the Sunrise Management
paper bag test.”

“That’s foul man.” Grayson growls. “I didn’t
know niggers was still doing that shit.”

“The sellouts keep stuff like that well
hidden man. I only found out when they were firing me.”

“You could sue them-”

“Even if I wanted to sue, the EEOC isn’t
going to be eager to help a Black man go against one of the biggest
Black owned companies in the country. It would be better if I just
cut my losses.”

“So what are you going to do?”

“I’ve been looking for leads and circulating
my resume with contacts. I’ve got a few interviews lined up.”

“I can hook you up with some cash if you need
it-”

“The severance package Sunrise paid me was
three months salary.” I continue. “That and the money I got back
from Colleen’s engagement ring should keep my bills paid.”

“Good to hear your money is tight man.”
Grayson replies. “It’s just fucked up to hear you lost another
break to the same bullshit. If I hadn’t done what I did you’d be
running WGMS-”

“Man, your father would never put me in
charge of your station-”

“You and I both know you were taking care of
business at the station back in the day John.” Grayson continues.
“I was too busy with my head up my ass about Tisha to do what I was
supposed to be doing. That spot was yours and I took it from
you.”

“What’s done is done. At least I walked out
of Sunrise in one piece this time.”

I smile at Grayson and he lets out a laugh. I
never thought I’d ever be able to make a joke about that
situation.

“It’s real rough out there though. The job
market’s been fucked up for years now.”

“I’m going to make it man.”

Grayson looks into my eyes and sees how
serious I am about going it on my own. I actually think he’s proud
of me.

“I bet you’ll be making more money than me
next time.”

“Thanks for believing in me man.”

“Still, if you don’t find anything, just give
me a call. I’ll hook you up with a free-lance gig.”

“You got my back?” I say raising my fist.

“I never left your side man.” Grayson says
giving me a pound. “Want me to drive you back to your
building?”

“I’m going to walk. My apartment isn’t that
far.” I reply stepping out of the truck.

“It’s coming down kind of hard out
there.”

“It’s not that far.”

“I’ll talk to you later then.” Grayson says
starting up his truck.

Grayson drives off as the rain pours down. I
slip my hands in the pockets of my leather car coat and head
towards my apartment building with my head up. I don’t know where
I’m going, but I know I’m moving on.


Chapter 13

 


 


I stare out the tall picture windows of my
Chicago corner office before punching in the numbers for Grayson
Media in New York. I’ve been praying every night over the past two
months that John finds another job so he can get on with his
life.

I wait tensely through three long rings as
the phone picks up. “Grayson Media.” The receptionist greets.

“May I speak to Scott Grayson?” I ask.

“May I ask who is calling?”

“Colleen Anderson from Anderson
Financial.”

After a brief interlude of lite muzak the
phone picks up. “What’s up Col?” Scott continues. “How are things
in the Windy City?”

“Cold. How is John working out?”

There’s a long pause before he speaks. “John
turned me down.”

Oh my God. “Well, have you seen him
lately?”

“I called him about a week ago. We talked for
an hour. He still hasn’t found another job but the brother is
looking.”

“Maybe you could offer him the job
again-”

“John says he has a big interview with
American Foods coming up today. They really like him over there, so
they should hook him up.”

“I’d feel a lot better if you offered him the
job again-”

“Col, I got to agree with him on this one. He
says he wants to do this for himself. I think it’s what he needs to
do. A man has to find his own way to making a living.”

“His own way is going to have him winding up
homeless.”

“I hear you. But I’m not gonna sell John
short. I believe he can find another job. Probably one that pays
more money than Sunrise.”

“I just know John’s patterns. He probably
hasn’t been going out lately has he?”

“He says he’s been busy looking for work. I
wouldn’t have much time for girls or movies if I were looking for a
job myself. The last thing the ladies want to put up with on
Saturday night is some sad sack no job brother crying about his
ex.”

“I just want him to move on-”

“For you or for him?” Scott says. “Moving on
is something he has to do at his own pace.”

“His pace for moving on tends to take decade
and a half. I don’t want him to take over ten years to get over
me-”

“It takes as much time as it needs to Col.
You can’t rush the healing process.”

“I wish I could.”

“You’re starting to sound like Tisha did back
in the day.”

“I understand how she felt.”

“I hear you. But don’t stop having faith in
the brother now. We just have to trust his judgments. It’s only
been a couple of months since he lost his job. Now if it were a
year I’d start worrying. But I’m going to give John some time to
take care of his business.”

“Okay. But if there’s anything else I can do
for him let me know.”

“I’ll do that.”

I hang up the phone more worried than before.
Scott may have faith in John, but I don’t have the tolerance to
watch him destroyed by the vicious cycle I see starting all over
again. I have to do something before his life goes completely down
the drain.


Chapter 14

 


 


I laugh hearing the worry in Colleen’s voice.
Little does she know her fretful reactions to John’s unemployment
are going to provide me with the opportunity to hire him
legitimately as my C.E.O.

Colleen’s late father has done business with
one of my recruiting firms for many years. It’s a gamble, but I’m
confident that she’ll send his resume right to them. To persuade my
agents on placing him in a position, I’m sure she’ll also provide
John with a glowing letter of recommendation. She’ll probably
persuade Scott to write one as well. With letters of recommendation
from two C.E.O.’s no one in my organization will question John’s
qualifications.

I smile as she buries her head in her hands.
It’s time I involved my Earth agents in this affair.
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