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CHAPTER 1

*********

    “Talk to me! You're the last caller in our all request hour on the way to work. What's your name and what do you want to hear?”

    “...Umm yeah, this is Theresa and I'd like to hear I'm A Stay Saved by Canton Jones.”  

    The all Gospel music radio station was turned up loud and the DJ's low laugh rumbled around the inside of the car as Sidra pulled it into the Metro parking lot. The music was always calming and she enjoyed this part of her daily weekday routine. Her lips curved upward slightly as she thought about just what the caller must be going through to request such a song. Apparently she and the show's host were on the same wavelength.

    “Girl, who is getting on your nerves this early in the morning?” He inquired with a teasing voice. 

    The song started playing in the background as an unladylike snort filled the airwaves. “Who isn't?  My husband, my kids and don't even get me started about this job. They fired ten people to work three of us like slaves but I guess I shouldn't complain. At least I still have a job.”

    "That's right sister keep it positive."

    Sidra smiled as she reached to turn the radio off. The husband and kids weren't a problem for a single woman but she could definitely identify with the job part. It seemed no company was immune to the recession and she had lost several co-workers also. She shook her head as she grabbed her briefcase and thought it wasn't the extra work that was bothering her. Her new boss on the other hand was a different story. She sent up a silent prayer in hopes that she would be able to avoid Mr. West today.

    Twenty minutes later the doors on the Metro train opened and half of the occupants got out at Metro Center, one of the most popular stops during the DC rush hour. The train headed downtown was always packed in the morning. After standing through four stops Sidra finally managed to slide into a seat for the rest of her ride into work. She had just pulled out her Washington Post newspaper when a guy in a blue service uniform approached her. 

    “Sid? Sid is that you?” 

    Her answer was slow in coming as she searched his face for any recognizable feature. “Yes.” 

    She had to admit that he was attractive and his smile seemed to grow wider as he spoke. “Wow, Sid! You really look great. You haven’t aged at all. What’s it been, like 15 years?” 

    She still had the look of a deer in headlights when she began speaking. “I’m sorry but I can’t seem to place your face. Where do I know you from?” 

    The man's friendly and welcoming face suddenly changed to one of cold hard steel. She thought she saw a flicker of hurt as he started to back away. He looked down at his uniform and then back to her as if he were about to say something. When the driver called out the man’s station. He gave her a resigned smirk and turned to walk off the train. He spoke over his shoulder on his way out the door. 

    “Not into blue collar guys these days, huh? You've changed Sid, I thought we had something special even if it was prom night all those years ago.” 

    Sidra blinked once then twice. WHAT? I didn’t even go to my prom. 

    She watched the man walk off the train as her thoughts drifted back to her teenage years. She had gotten into trouble for protesting some crazy mandate on the acceptable length of prom gowns. The rule was handed down only one week before the prom. Most of the girls at her all girl high school had purchased their dresses long before then only to find out that the new rule would keep them out of their senior prom. 

When Sidra verbally attacked the school administrators on the local news they were embarrassed into letting the girls who had already bought their dresses attend the prom but they banned her and several other protesting students for behavior unbecoming of young women attending St. Agatha's School for girls. 

    Always a loud mouth when it came to voicing injustice, Sidra often stayed in trouble during her youth. Now in her mid-thirties she could look back and acknowledge that her loud mouth, good grades and passion for all things just and true enabled her to enroll into a good law school a few years later. After graduation she parlayed her law degree into a very successful career with one of the most prominent law firms on the east coast.

    Emerging from the subway’s darkness, the crisp September morning felt good on her face. She shielded her eyes and smiled as she walked by the vendors who were setting up shop on the bustling sidewalks. D.C. was waking up and she loved it. There was a certain energy in this city that was unlike any other and she couldn't imagine living or working anywhere except this area. The three block walk to the coffee shop was managed in padded two inch heels without any problems. 

    After a long line in the coffee shop there were only a few minutes to spare before her meeting started so she grabbed the steaming latte' and hurried into the office.  She wasn't aware of it but as she stepped off the elevator and worked her way around the maze of cubes, her best friend Liz got up and followed her as she walked by. Liz walked into the office behind Sidra and closed the door without making a sound. A loud shriek escaped from Sidra's mouth when she turned and finally spotted her friend. “You have got to stop sneaking up on people like that!” 

    Liz leveled her gaze and spoke deliberately. “Now you know I normally wouldn’t say anything but you’re gonna have to do better about getting in here on time. This is the fourth time in two weeks you strolled in here after nine.” 

    Sidra sighed at the friend she had known since grade school. She loved Liz dearly but she did have a bad habit of sounding parental. “Sorry Mother but it’s also the fourth time in two weeks that I worked past 9:00 P.M.” 

     “Okay, so I didn’t know you were working late but you know you’ve got eyes watching you, and for more than one reason if my sensors are correct and they usually are. Sid? Sid are you listening to me?” 

    “No. Not really. Liz, the strangest thing just happened to me on the Metro coming in this morning.” 

    “Sure go ahead, change the subject and pretend you’re not listening to me but I’m serious about the eyes on you part.” 

    “I’m serious too Liz. Could you please stop running your mouth for a minute?” 

    Liz, pretending to be hurt rolled her eyes and took a seat on the edge of the polished wood desk.”I’m listening.” 

    “This guy walked up to me on the train this morning and just started talking like we were old friends. He knew my name and everything but when he brought up a supposed past encounter, none of it was familiar to me. Isn’t that the strangest thing you’ve ever heard?” 

    “Second strangest.” 

“What do you mean?” 

    “You don’t remember that little incident in high school when we were both about to catch a beat down?” 

    “Vaguely...” 

    Liz was amazed. “Girl I’m gonna pick you up some ginseng for your memory when I go get mama’s.” 

    “Come on now, that was like 20 years ago. You can’t expect me to remember every single  conversation from back then. I don’t transfer each little thing to long term memory like you do.” 

    “Each little thing?  Honey, that was a major event. Any time my life gets that close to ending, I consider that a major event.” 

    Sidra shook her head and laughed. “You really should have gone into acting. Alright, refresh my memory.” 

    Liz blew her bangs out of her eyes. “I can’t believe you. Alright, it was the tenth grade and we cut school early to come downtown and walk around. We ducked into a corner store to grab a snack. When we turned to leave there were three big evil girls standing over us. Any of this coming back to you?” 

    Sidra's eyes lit up at the memory reforming in her mind. “Didn’t they pull out cigarettes to smoke while they threatened us?” 

    “Yep.” 

    “Yeah, I do remember not being able to breathe during most of that ordeal.” 

    “Then you should also remember one of those girls threatening your life for stealing her man.” 

    “That’s right! She told me I had better keep my crusty hands off her man.” 

    Liz giggled. “I don’t believe that ‘crusty’ was the word she used.” 

    Sidra stifled her own giggle. “I was trying to clean it up a little.” 

    Liz was laughing loudly by this point. “Ha!, the only things that saved us were those penny loafers and plaid skirts we hated so much. They finally figured out that you weren’t who they thought you were because 'that other heifer' went to a public school.” 

    A sudden knock at the office door brought them both back to the present. Without waiting for a response the person on the other side pushed the door open and walked right in. Wouldn’t you know it had to be the new boss, the very egotistical and intolerant new boss. It seemed Mr. Jensen West had a good majority of the office personnel walking around on eggshells for the short time he’d been around. Sidra could have sworn that she’d seen him with a whip in his hand last week. 

    He was brought in shortly after the massive lay-offs. After losing so many managers the law firm was in total chaos. He had straightened the place up alright but everyone was extremely jumpy as a result. Any visitor walking in off the street would think they were a bunch of meth junkies just starting rehab. 

    Sidra tried to control it, but her anger got the better of her and before she knew it her mouth was in motion. “Most people around here wait for a reply before they enter a closed office.” 

    Jensen hesitated only a moment before he answered her. He really hadn't meant to walk right in, just poke his head in and remind her that the meeting would be starting soon but when the door opened it was like her eyes drew him in. It seemed that whenever he came within five feet of this woman he was thrown off his guard.  If it wasn't her looks, it was some remark coming out of her mouth. He had been working in this new office only a few months but during that time he had gotten to know the employees under his care fairly well. It seemed that Sidra was a spitfire whose mouth often moved before her mind, which was remarkable considering she had proven herself to be one of the most intelligent and quick-witted people he knew. 

    “Most people aren’t the boss. You’re due upstairs in two minutes and you’re about to be late.”  He tried to recover quickly and could tell he did a good job when it looked as if Sidra would jump up and slap his face at any moment. 

    She glared at him as she spoke. “That makes two of us.” 

    The tension in the room grew palpable for several seconds with neither one backing down. Sidra inhaled deeply suddenly remembering she was supposed to be representing Jesus. Angry that she was being prompted to back down but angrier still that she was so out of control, she steadied herself. “I’ll be there shortly.”

    Noticing her change in demeanor he tried calming himself and took a step back. “I’m certain of that. And Liz, since you appear to be in such a good mood this morning, why don’t you pull the next ten cases on the docket. I’ll need them in two hours.”  He turned and walked out closing the door behind him. Jensen drew in a ragged breath and rubbed the back of his neck as he walked down the corridor. What was wrong with him? He couldn't believe she could get a rise out of him that quickly. 

    Ordinarily he was very even tempered but then he had to admit she wasn't an ordinary woman. Everything about her pulled at him in some way. Her intelligence, her poise and there was even something about her fiery temper that drew him like a moth to the flame. As he stepped into the elevator, he felt himself being sucked into something that felt like danger. His thoughts turned to the last time he felt himself being sucked in by a pretty face. He tamped those thoughts down quickly as thoughts of Sidra filled his mind again. It went without saying that she was one of the most beautiful women he'd ever laid eyes on but he knew deep down that it was more than her pretty face that had captured his attention. She may be gorgeous but she needs help keeping that temper in check. 

The ring of the elevator door opening snapped him back to the present. Walking toward the conference room he wondered whether or not he were up to the challenge then quickly decided that yes, he was never one to back down from any challenge. He especially was not going to walk away from a challenge that had the potential for Sidra Lyons to be waiting at the finish line. This should be interesting.

    Sidra was livid. “Ooooooohhhh! He just burns me up! He is so rude and arrogant, too arrogant for his own good.” 

    Liz was doubled over and laughing so hard that she grabbed her side in pain. When she finally straightened herself up she started talking foolishness. “Girl, as fine as he is, he can burn me up any day. She laughed more when Sidra frowned. “Now you gotta admit he is fine.” 

    Sidra wrinkled her nose. “I couldn’t see past his ego. Anyway, let me head up to my meeting.” 

    Liz nodded. “Yeah and I’ve got plenty of work to do now thanks to your friend.” She reached the door and turned to wave. 

    Sidra grabbed her notepad and latte' and prepared to head out when she remembered their unfinished conversation. “Liz why did you say what happened to me this morning was the second strangest thing you had ever heard?” 

    “Oh that’s right we didn’t get to the end of the story. Because, the last thing Evilene said before she left was ‘Tell your sister to watch her back.’ I remember getting chills when she said that.” 

     Upstairs in the meeting, Sidra took the last available seat at the conference table which just happened to be next to Mr. West. She made herself a promise that she wouldn’t be late next week. The weekly meeting was mandatory for all attorneys working on active cases. It was meant to keep everyone updated on the current status and condition of cases in the firm. That goal was always accomplished but it took so long for everyone to get out their updates that Sidra felt it wasted more time than it was worth. 

    A sigh escaped her lips as she settled into her seat. She just couldn’t seem to get her mind into gear this morning. It didn’t help that Mr. West’s cologne had invaded her air space and sent her on a trip down memory lane. The cologne he used was a classic that had been around for several years. It smelled like the scent her old English professor used to wear. She'd had a crush on that professor until graduation. It seemed such a shame to have the fragrance she identified with happy times associated with the man sitting next to her. Absent mindedly, she doodled on her notepad wondering if she’d be able to get away with buying him a new scent and passing it off as the office Christmas present. 

     For the next couple of hours she mentally faded in and out of the meeting thinking about everything on her plate that she had yet to complete. She checked back in when the person next to her was halfway through his update. 

The scent of Mr. West's cologne seemed to rise with her as she stood to inform the group that the case she was most heavily involved in, Altaverra versus Current Pharmaceuticals, should be wrapping up in the next six weeks or so.  She would be making a trip to Philadelphia in several weeks to get some details worked out with the plaintiff and then would stay until the trial started. 

    She could see the desperation in the eyes of her co-workers silently begging her to say she needed someone to accompany her. Two weeks out of the office was considered a huge bonus. Sidra ignored them because anyone she took would only want to talk about what a tyrant Mr. West turned out to be and the last thing she wanted to talk about was Mr. West.  She didn't feel too badly when she considered that most of them would be in and out of the office over the next couple of months anyway. 

    To work in her law firm a lawyer had to be licensed in at least two other states along with D.C, Maryland and Virginia. Almost everyone was jumping at cases outside of the D.C. Metro area since Mr. West had arrived and Sidra couldn't blame them one bit.

    Thankfully the next few hours flew by and the end of the day was closing in but she was still kicking herself about getting angry this morning. Sidra knew it wouldn’t be a huge deal to most people but she had really been trying to work on her tongue because it seemed to have a mind of it's own. She had even been practicing 'love speak’ as her pastor called it. She knew she was playing into the enemy’s trap by rehearsing what she couldn’t change and snapped out of it when Liz's words of wisdom spoken at lunch time came back to her. "It’s not like you surprised God. The journey is about progress Sid, not perfection." 

    Liz poked her head in around 5:30P.M. “Come on girl it’s time to go, end of the day, quitting time.” 

    Sidra stretched her neck muscles as she shook her head. “You go ahead. I’m gonna be a while with this one. This case is making me earn my paycheck.” 

    “Come on Sid, no one wins cases after 5:30 P.M.”  

    “Now that’s where you’re wrong my friend. I win most of my cases after 5:30 P.M. when all y’all are gone home and I can get some thinking done.” 

    Liz's maternal instincts kicked in, “Well alright, but don’t be too late. And make sure you take advantage of the taxi service they made available. No sense in fighting your way to the Metro station if you don’t have to.” 

    “Don’t worry, I won’t stay too late. Couldn’t if I wanted to. I have to talk to Amanda tonight about finalizing the reception plans.” 

    Liz put her hands on her hips and took the stance of a much older woman. “That’s right! I forgot our baby brother was getting married in a month.”  

She and Liz had known each other for so long that they had practically adopted each other's family members. They even addressed each other's mothers as ‘ma’. Liz came further into the room and made herself comfortable. “How’s Mikey holding up anyway?” 

    Sidra smiled at the old nick name they had given her younger brother decades earlier. “Mikey hasn’t let us call him Mikey for at least fifteen years but he’s fine. He says he’s ready to take the plunge.” 

    A lazy smile touched Liz's lips as she leaned back in the office chair. “He better be, because next month is right around the corner.”
