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      Thank you for reading Loving Her!  This boxed set includes What My Friends Need To Know and Love Notes.  The third  book in the Alex Chronicles series and a book of poetry based on the lead characters, Alex and Moses.  He’s a writer, but when it comes to his love for her, it’s difficult for him to speak.  His solution, love notes

      

      Sign up for newsletter to find out about new releases at readtracyreed.com/newsletter!  And you can join my Facebook group for fans to discuss my books: Tracy’s Reeders.

      

      Happy reading…
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      Moses

      

      I QUIETLY OPENED THE DOOR, walked inside and heard voices talking about the last twenty-four hours.  I stepped closer to the kitchen, trying to stay undetected.  Unfortunately, my foot landed on a loose board giving me away.  I looked up and all eyes were on me.

      “Moses,” Mom Connie announced.  Her facial expression immediately went from elation to disappointment when she only saw me.  “What happened…where’s Alex?”

      I took a deep breath and dropped my head searching, my mind for the right words to answer her question.  “I…I…I’m not sure where to start.”  As a writer, you’d think I’d be very prolific when it comes to using words.  However, when it’s my private life, I always seem a little lost.  I found myself faced with how much to reveal.  I closed my eyes, and tossed my head back hoping for the right words.

      I raised my head and cleared my throat.   Staring back at me were four pairs of wide eyes filled with hope and questions.  A chill shot, through my body and I knew if I gave any answer other than the one they hoped for, I’d be a candidate for an old-fashioned beat down by a group of senior citizens.

      “It was bad.  I did exactly as planned.  I told her you and Grams told me to come get her, and she wasn’t too happy about that.  I guess it was a poor choice of words.”

      “You think?” Mom Connie replied with just enough sarcasm to emphasize her disappointment in me and Alex.

      “Calm down Connie.”  Grams turned her attention back to me.  “Son, how could you mess this up?  We gave you a fail proof plan.”

      “Did you at least show her the ring?” Mom Connie asked.

      The ring.  The jaw dropping ten-carat Asscher cut diamond with a hint of pink, sitting on a platinum band.  The day after I had lunch with Mom Connie and she told me to prepare for this day, I began searching for the perfect ring.  I didn’t want any white diamond.  I wanted something extraordinary for Alex.  The ring had to bear her personality.  It needed to be a symbol of everything Alex and I had been through, and it needed to let her know how precious I feel she is.  I wanted something spectacular, but subtle.  Although, I don’t know if it’s possible for a ring of that size to be subtle.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “I knew he’d muck it up,” Mom Connie replied.  “We need another plan.”

      “Hold on, Connie.” Grams stood up and walked towards me.  “Son, what exactly did Alexandra say?”

      I stood up straight and braced myself to answer her.  “She said…”

      “Yes.”  Shouted a voice.  Alex walked around and stood next to me.  “I said yes.”

      “Oh my God,” Mom Connie screamed, as she ran over and hugged my fiancée.  The smile on her face was as bright as Alex’s ring.  “Moses, you had us scared.”

      “What, you thought she said no?” I laughed.

      “Moses, how dare you play such a trick on your grandmother,” Mrs. Joseph chastised me.

      “I’m sorry.”  I walked over and hugged Grams.  “Forgive me?”  Alex and I traded hugs and kisses with everyone.

      “Yes.” She smiled.  “Otis, get the champagne.”

      “Yes, Miss Emma.”

      “So what are you four up to?” Alex asked.

      “We’ve been waiting to hear from you two.  Now that we see everything went according to plan,” Grams said.

      “Not exactly.”  I wrapped my arm around Alex’s waist and she looked up at me with those beautiful dark eyes.  “I wasn’t kidding about it being bad.  We stood in the middle of the lounge arguing.”

      “What?” Mom Connie shouted.

      “Oh wait, it gets better,” Alex replied.  “I left him.”

      “Alex, you didn’t?” Mom Connie asked.

      “But then I read his note and knew I could either spend the rest of my life with my stupidity and embarrassment, or with the man I love.  So I got off the plane.”  She looked up at me and I kissed her.

      “Thank God, you both came to your senses,” Otis blurted out and we all laughed.

      “So what time is the ceremony?” Mom Connie asked.

      Alex and I looked at each other.  “About that.  We stopped by the City Clerk’s Office on the way home and…,” I looked at Alex and then back at Mom Connie.

      “Please don’t tell us you got married?” Grams begged.

      “Go ahead, tell them,” Alex urged.

      “While we were getting the license, we figured why wait.”

      “You didn’t.”  Mom Connie’s words summed up the look on everyone’s face.

      We looked at each other and frowned before answering.  “You guys are so easy.  You should see the look on your faces,” Alex laughed.

      “No, we didn’t get married.  We have to take care of a few things first.  And my beautiful fiancée said she needs to get a dress.  So looks like we have to wait a couple of days.  Is everyone fine with that?” I looked around and all the faces were smiling.

      “So where do we start?”Mom Connie asked.
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      I was unpacking my bag when a tap on the door grabbed my attention.  I looked up, and standing in the doorway was my fiancée.  Looking at her immediately brought a smile to my face.  “Hey, Beautiful.”

      “May I come in?”

      “Sure.  How was your nap?”

      “I couldn’t sleep.”

      “What’s troubling my fiancée?”

      “I was thinking, maybe we should wait.”

      “Wait for what?” I asked.

      “To get married.”

      We’ve been apart ten months, and I still know how to read her.  I know the best way to handle Alex is to give her a little space while still nudging her in the right direction.  I wrapped my arms around her and pulled her close.  God, it felt good to have her back in my arms.  I would almost agree to anything she requested, if it meant I could keep her close like this.   I gently kissed her on the forehead and looked into those beautiful dark eyes filled with uncertainty. “What’s the problem?”

      She gave me a half smile.  “Nothing really.  I just think we may be rushing things.”

      “Uh-huh.” I pulled her closer.  “I thought you were fine with us getting married?”

      “I was…I mean I am.”

      “Okay, then  it’s settled.”  I kissed her and continued unpacking.

      “I just think…I…”

      “Okay, I am going to give you one opportunity to tell me what’s really bothering you.”

      She bit her lower lip and my heart melted.  “I think we need to get reacquainted.  I mean it’s been ten months since we last saw each other.  We’ve had more fights than kisses before you proposed to me this morning.”  I felt her body tense up as she recited the laundry list of reasons why we should wait to get married.  “And my friends, how do I explain having a husband, when they didn’t know I was seeing anyone?  I’m still dealing with the fallout of my divorce and son.  And…”

      I quickly pressed my lips against hers.  My ears needed a break from the windfall of things troubling her.  I slowly pulled back and kissed her again.  “Shhh…”

      “But…”

      I kissed her again.  “Shhh…breathe.”  She exhaled.  “Do you know why I didn’t put up a fight when you asked for a little space to deal with your ex-husband?”

      “Space…really?  I recall you hiding out nearby.”  She smiled.

      “That’s not the point.”  I smiled.   “You weren’t the only one that needed space.”

      “What?”

      “I was having a challenge being around you.”  She looked confused at my statement.  “The first time I kissed you, I knew I was in trouble.  That kiss woke up feelings I had long put to bed.  Every time I kissed you, I wanted more.  I had convinced myself that if I pushed things, I could deal with the repentance.  On a few occasions, I was tempted to ask…”

      Her eyes got wide. “What?”

      “Hey, I’m not dead.  You’re an incredibly beautiful woman.  The first time I saw you, I couldn’t take my eyes off you.  That sexy little walk of yours is mesmerizing.  You had me spellbound..”

      “Oh my God…”

      “I was trying to be cool and keep my eyes focused on your beautiful smile, but girl…I couldn’t help but notice your other assets.”

      “Is it warm in here?”  She started fanning herself with her hand.

      “I have had quite a few repentant nights and cold showers.  Now that we’re engaged, I don’t know how much longer I can hold on.  I have dreamed about how your soft naked body will feel under mine.  How your full breasts will feel in my hands as I gently caress them anticipating your reaction to my touch.  About the tastes my tongue will be introduced to as it slowly glides along your body.  How you’ll sound calling my name as we…”

      She jumped up and ran her fingers through her hair.  “I…I, uhm…” She patted her chest.  “Are you sure the heater isn’t on?”

      “So when you ask me to wait, I don’t think I can.”  I stepped closer as she stepped back trying to keep some distance between us.

      “I understand your concerns, however…”

      “Alexandra, you have two options.  Marry me in a couple of days or we’re done.”
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      Alex

      

      “ARE YOU SERIOUS?” I ASKED.

      “Yes.”  Moses replied as he picked up the black leather suitcase and walked back into his closet.

      I followed him and was awestruck at what my eyes were absorbing.  The only other closet to rival this one, is mine.  Everything was meticulously placed.  Suits stored in glass and wood cabinets and the shoes were lined up in a cabinet almost as tall as the room.  The ties were on brass poles occupying a narrow, open faced cabinet near a full length mirror.  If we get married, we’ll need a house just for our clothes.

      “I ask for time and you issue an ultimatum.”

      “That’s correct.”  He didn’t even bother to look at me.

      He lifted the suitcase over his head and placed it on the top shelf.  My eyes were fixed on his toned behind and biceps.  Maybe he was right.  Maybe more time would be a problem.  He turned around and walked past me, and I got a whiff of his cologne.  I think it was a combination of natural pheromones and his Clive Christian scent.  God, he smelled good.

      I desperately wanted to tell him the reason my nap wasn’t successful was because I was having a few of those repentant thoughts about him.

      “Uhm…”

      He turned and faced me.  “Yes?”

      “I don’t…,”  I stepped closer and looked up into those mesmerizing light brown eyes.  I was flushed with emotion and desire.  He’s right, waiting would be dangerous.  “I want to marry you…day after tomorrow.”  I waited for a reaction from him, but he was stoic for what felt like an eternity.

      With those words, he covered my mouth with his, stoking the flames of passion we’d both been hiding from.  He pulled me closer and my body went into a tailspin.  That kiss was just as I remembered.  I tried to resist the fire rising between us, but I couldn’t. I gave in to the passionate embrace and pulled him deeper into my space.  His hands slid lower, caressing my behind.  The intensity of the moment was interrupted by his bulge pressing against me.  I immediately broke the kiss and pulled back, smiling.

      “See what you’re doing to me,” he smiled.

      “I think I’ll go downstairs.”  I hurried out of the room to the elevator, stepped inside and leaned up against the wall, taking deep breaths.

      In the past, kissing Moses hadn’t been that intense.  That kiss, was dangerous.  It was bringing to life feelings that needed to stay asleep a few more hours.  I couldn’t afford to feel those emotions before taking my vows.  That kiss settled it.  In order for us to make it to our wedding without a slip up, we couldn’t be left alone.
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      Moses had never kissed me with such passion, as he did earlier.  I think if we had been alone in the house, it would have ended differently.

      I couldn’t reach Bas.  I really wanted him to send me that pink Elie Saab gown from the charity fashion show.  Moreover, I really needed to talk to him.

      I went back to my wedding To Do list, which looked like one of Moses’ short stories. Knock…knock…knock.  “Come in.”

      “I heard someone was getting married,” said a familiar voice. I turned around, jumped up, ran over and threw my arms around my pseudo brother.

      “What are you doing here?”  I pulled back and covered my face trying to hide the tears.

      “Am I fired?” Bas asked, as he wiped a tear that escaped my eye.

      Shaking my head.  “You should be.  What are you doing here?”

      “I was told to bring this.”  He held up a long, pink garment bag.  I unzipped it and pulled out a dress.

      “It’s the white J Mendel.”  I started crying.  “How did you know?”

      “I was going to bring the pink Elie Saab, but your mother said she thought you should wear white.”

      I dragged my hand along the front of the dress.  “She’s right.  I should wear white.”

      “Oh,” he placed the bag on the bed. “ And, I brought the perfect accessory.”  He stepped into the hall and quickly came back.  “How about a Maid of Honor?”

      “Kendell!”

      “Alex.”

      “Oh, my God.”  I ran over and hugged her.  “I can’t believe you’re here!”

      “That makes two of us.”  We pulled apart.  “What’s going on?”

      “I’m getting married.”

      “I got that part.  Bas was trying to fill me in, and I gotta say, I’m shocked.”

      My smile got wider as I looked behind her and saw Moses.  “Sounds like a party in here.”  Bas turned around.  “Hey man, I was wondering where you were.”  They shook hands and hugged.

      “Congratulations man,” Bas said.

      “Thanks,” Moses replied.

      I walked over and stood next to Moses.  “Kendell, this is my fiancé, Moses Adair.  Baby, this is my cousin, Kendell.”

      “Bas’ girlfriend.”  Moses extended his hand toward her.  “I’ve heard a lot about you.”

      “That’s more than I can say about you.”  Her sharp tone was obvious.

      “I know this sounds a little…,” Moses started to explain.

      “Bizarre, insane, impulsive, ridiculous, foolish, absurd…”

      “Kendell...” I bounced back.

      “What?  Aunt Connie called me at some God forsaken time this morning…at least I think it was morning.  I don’t know for sure, because it was dark outside.  She said I needed to come to New York immediately with Bas because you needed me.  I spent over five hours on a private jet with my boyfriend, who barely filled in the blanks, only to discover my cousin is about to marry some strange man,” she ranted.

      “Kendell, calm down.”  Bas walked over and rubbed her shoulders.

      “No.”  She brushed his hands away.  “I want to know what’s going on?  Is this a joke? Because, it’s not funny if it is...”

      “Kendell, it’s not a joke.  I’m getting married.”  I held up my left hand showing my ring.

      “Oh my God, that thing is huge!” Kendell blurted out.

      “Nice ice, bro,” Bas shook Moses’ hand again.

      “Thanks.  She deserves it,” Moses replied.

      “He did good,” I smiled.

      “So what’s the plan?” Bas asked.

      “That’s what we…,” I started to respond.

      “You’re serious about this?” Kendell jumped in.

      “What is going on with you?” I was shocked at her behavior.

      “Hey Bas, why don’t we let the girls catch up.  I saw Mrs. Joseph taking a banana pudding out of the oven.”   He kissed me and ushered Bas out, closing the door behind them.

      “What is going on with you?” Kendell retorted.  “This is Terrence and Paris all over again.”

      I told myself to stay calm.  “I know it’s a lot to take in.”

      “Are you pregnant?”

      “What!”

      “How else do you explain all of this?”

      “Love.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes.”

      “So now you’re in love.”  She stood with her arms folded across her chest.  “When did you meet this man?”

      “Not that it’s any of your business, but Moses and I have been together over a year.”

      “So he’s the reason you turned down Terrence’s proposal.”

      “I turned Terrence down, because I wasn’t in love with him.”

      “I thought you said it was because he was married?”

      “What’s with you?  I thought you’d be happy for me.”

      “I would be if I thought you were in love, but—”

      “Get out.”

      “The truth hurts.”

      “Here’s the truth.  Terrence stalked me with Jonathan’s help.  They kept that little secret between them and I probably never would have known had I not bumped into Terrence at the airport.  My entire relationship with Jonathan was a lie.  He was living out some sick boyhood fantasy while being coached by my ex-husband.”

      “I didn’t…”

      “I don’t want your apology, and I don’t care what you think about my relationship with Moses.  We are in love with each other and tomorrow, we’re getting married.”  I walked over and opened the door.  “We aren’t registering for gifts.  But here’s one I’d like from you, your absence at my wedding.”

      She walked out and I slammed the door behind her.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Moses

      

      I PRESSED THE PROGRAMMED NUMBER, smiling at the picture staring back at me.  My fiancée.  It felt good to finally call Alex that.  After the second ring, she answered.

      “Hello.”

      “Is this the soon-to-be Mrs. Moses Adair?”

      “Yes, it is.  Is this my soon-to-be husband?”

      I could visualize her beautiful smile.  “Yes, it is.  I need you to come downstairs.”

      “Okay, I’ll be right there.”

      I pressed the button ending the call.  A few minutes later, I heard the sound of familiar footsteps coming towards the kitchen.

      “What’s all of this?”  She walked over and kissed me.

      “Dinner.”

      “This looks a little familiar.”  She looked around the kitchen.  “Where is everyone?”

      “Grams and Mom Connie are having dinner with my parents, and Bas took Kendell out to dinner to smooth things over with her.”

      “He’s got his work cut out for him.”  Alex walked over to the sink and washed her hands.

      “And Otis and Mrs. Joseph are on a date.”

      “So we’re alone?” She smiled.

      “Yes.”

      “Are you sure this is a good idea, with your repentant thoughts and all,” she teased.

      “I think we’ll be okay.  Get the bread.”

      She got the bread basket and placed it on the table and sat down.  “This reminds me of when you cooked on our third date.  So, what are we having?”

      “Baked ziti.”

      “One of my favorites.”  She smiled.

      “Since you wanted to get reacquainted, I thought it would be good to go down memory lane.”  I sat down, took her hand and said grace.

      “Does that mean we’re going for a walk later followed by a make out session on the patio?”

      I smiled.  “Maybe.”

      “Watch it.  I’ll have you know I am an engaged woman.”

      “I vaguely recall hearing something about that.”

      She put a forkful of ziti into her mouth.  “This is good, and exactly what I needed.”

      After dinner, we sat and talked.  It was just as I remembered, good conversation with the woman I love.  It was also the most relaxed I had seen her all day.  She didn’t tell me, but whatever transpired with her cousin, really hurt her.

      I leaned over and kissed her.  I love how she bites on her lower lip after we kiss.  “I’ve been wanting to do that since we sat down.  I have a lot of time to make up with those lips.”  She smiled and at that moment, I knew I was willing to do whatever was necessary to keep her like this.  I gently kissed the inside of her wrist.

      “Watch it mister, we’re not married yet,” she teased.

      “About that.”  She tilted her head to the side, another move of hers that pushes my buttons.  She doesn’t see it, but it’s the subtle things she does that make her sexy.  The biting of her lower lip, the casual way she tucks her hair behind her ear, the way she hangs on my every word, and those eyes.  I could stare into those beautiful dark brown eyes and never see everything she sees.  “You were right.”

      “About what?”  She sipped her wine.

      “Waiting.”

      “What?”  That beautiful smile had been replaced with a frown.  “Is it because of what Kendell said?”

      I gently brushed her arm.  “No I shouldn’t have pressured you.  I was being selfish.  It’s just, I don’t want to waste any more time.”

      “I didn’t feel pressured.  It was more of...”

      “Let me finish.  The ten months we were apart were very difficult for me.  It forced me to think about the past.  It also gave me time to ask myself what I really wanted.  You, Alexandra, are what I want.  I want to spend the rest of my life with you. And if that means we take a little time to get reacquainted, I will do that.”

      “What about your other problem?” She smiled.

      I kissed her palm.  “I guess I’ll be taking a lot of cold showers.”  I joked.  “Seriously baby, I’ll be fine.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes.  So, when you go home, I’m going with you.  I’ll get a place and when you’re ready, we’ll get married.”

      “Thank you,” she sighed and smiled.  “The past ten months weren’t easy for me, either.  I forced myself to confront my feelings about Terrence and Jonathan.  I also asked myself what I wanted, and the answer was always the same, you.  I want to be your wife, but I need time.”  She tucked a stray hair behind her ear.  “When I left my office yesterday, I was coming here with the intention of telling you how I felt, and to apologize for my behavior.  I had no idea that less than twenty-four hours later I’d be sitting with my fiancé.”

      “So what’s the plan?”

      “I think we should take the next six months---”

      “No.”  I protested.

      “No, but you said...”

      “The longest I’m willing to wait is three months.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Too much time is too tempting.”

      “Anything less than six months will cause suspicion.”

      “Honey, I love you and the longest I’m willing to wait is three months.”  She looked at me and then started laughing.  “What’s so funny?”

      “You.”  She gently stroked the side of my face.  “Three months is fine.  What’s next?”

      “The pre-nup.”  She quickly pulled her hand back.

      “Excuse me?”  The tone of her voice reminded me of the first time I heard her signature question.

      “The pre-nup, what are your terms?”

      “I’m sorry, my ears must still be stopped up from the plane, because I thought you just said you wanted a pre-nup.”

      “I do.”  She was at full tension mode and ready to pounce.  “It’s more for you than for me.   God knows I’m not saying anything will happen to our marriage.  But I want you to feel secure, and I think you should have your uncle draw up something.  I want you to be protected.  You get the plane plus a one time cash settlement, no alimony.”

      “I see you’ve given this some thought.”

      “We’ll share joint custody of the children with modest child support until age twenty-one, and I’ll pay for college.  I have no rights to your stores and investments, and you have no rights to any of my businesses and investments.   Any property or investments we acquire after the wedding, will be split equally.   After our wedding, you’ll be made the primary beneficiary of my estate, with an equal distribution between my dad, brother, and Grams, plus some other minor disbursements.  There will be a clause added for the children at the appropriate time.”

      “Uh-huh.”  She looked like all the blood had been drained from her body.

      “Baby, this is normal for people in our position.”

      “I’m sorry.  I’m still trying to wrap my head around the way my fiancé is laying out the terms for our marriage.”

      I know that tone.  Let me act fast.  I reached for her hand.  “We both agree divorce isn’t an option, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then what’s the problem?”

      “It just sounds like we’re taking out an insurance policy against our marriage.  Oh yeah, and let’s not forget the summary of your will you just threw in.  Is there something I need to know?”

      I smiled.  “I’m in perfect health and in love with you.  Alex, you’re a rich woman now, and I would have reservations marrying you if you didn’t want a pre-nup.”

      “Fine, what’s next?”  I see we’re on the verge of an encounter with Evil Alex.

      “We aren’t moving on until we both agree.  What’s bothering you?”

      “I never thought...”

      “Okay, look at it this way.  We plan to have a daughter and she’ll be a very rich woman, and when she comes home announcing she’s marrying some knucklehead who’s convinced her his gourmet pet restaurant is the next best thing,” She started laughing.  “Don’t you want her protected?”

      “Pet restaurant?”  She laughed harder.

      “You get my point.  In spite of our attempts to dissuade her, she insists on marrying him and when the marriage tanks, do you want her to have to write him a check for half of everything she has because she didn’t protect herself?  A rich man or woman leaves an inheritance for their children.  I don’t know about you, but I’m not working hard to see some pet chef swoop in and take half of what I’ve saved up for my children.”

      “When you put it like that...”

      “It’s not that I don’t love you.  It’s just business and good sense.  It’s the same with my loving God.  You wouldn’t marry me, if I wasn’t in love with God, right?”

      “Right.”  She cupped my face and gently pressed her lips against mine.  “Promise me, when our daughter starts dating you’ll run a background check on all her dates.”

      “Deal.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Alex

      

      I LOOKED AT MOSES AND knew this was what I wanted.  I reached for the remote and pressed the pause button.

      “What’s wrong?”

      I felt a smile cover my face.  “I love you.”

      He tucked a stray hair behind my ear.  “I love you too.”

      I leaned in and gently pressed my lips against his.  The smell of his cologne traveled up my nose and filled my mind with memories of the many other times we’d had like this one.

      He circled my lips with the tip of his tongue, teasing me with the possibility of another kiss.  I opened my mouth slightly, and the taste of his warm tongue dancing with mine was that familiar shock I needed.  I missed kissing him.  I missed the feel of those beautiful, full, strong lips pressed against mine.

      He pulled me closer and I knew I didn’t want the moment to end.  I was almost willing to risk the consequences. I broke our kiss, smiled, and traced his lips with the tip of my finger.  He’s what I’d been waiting for and he wanted to marry me.  “Maybe we should get married Friday.”

      “What?”

      “Maybe...we...should...get...married...Friday.”

      He sat up a little straighter.  “Excuse me?”

      “I said, maybe we should get married Friday.”

      “Are you sure?”   A huge smile covered his face.

      “I’m sure.”

      I leaned in and pressed my lips against his again, and his reaction to my kiss confirmed my thought.  Marrying him as soon as possible was the best thing to do.

      “My amazing dinner changed your mind, didn’t it?” he teased.

      “A little, but it was your willingness to comply to my request.”  I stroked the side of his face.  “We love each other and this is our relationship.  If someone has a problem, that’s on them.”

      “What about your dad and your girlfriends?  And, your uncle?”

      “I want them here, but if that’s not possible, I’ll be fine.  However, I really want Taylor here, but that might...”

      “Taylor?” he asked.

      “Grams told me months ago about your conversation with her, and it’s okay.”

      “This calls for a toast.”  He got up, walked over to the cupboard and picked up two champagne glasses and a bottle of champagne, and filled each glass.  “Here’s to love found, love tried, love delayed and love forever.”  We clinked glasses, took a few sips and he asked, “What time shall I look for you at the end of the altar Friday evening?”

      “Six o’clock.”

      “Where?”

      “Here.”

      “Then it’s settled.  We’re getting married Friday.”  He pressed his lips against mine.  “Man, I missed those lips.”   He put both glasses on the tray sitting on the large velvet ottoman, and pulled me back to his chest.  It wasn’t long before we began to trade nods and fell asleep.

      When I woke up, the sun was shining into the room.  I looked around and noticed I was alone.  I went down to my room and changed into my robe before going down to the kitchen.

      The smell of coffee hit me as I turned the corner and walked into the kitchen.  Moses was sitting at the table drinking coffee and reading the paper.  I cleared my throat and he looked up.

      “Good morning, Beautiful,” he said, as he walked over and wrapped his arms around me, followed by a sweet kiss.  “Want some coffee?”

      “Yes, please.”

      “Have a seat and I’ll get you a cup.”  I sat down next to his empty chair and he placed a cup of coffee in front of me, followed by another kiss.  “Here you go.”

      I took a long sip from the simple oversized white cup.  “That’s good.”

      “How did you sleep?”

      “Good.  Why didn’t you wake me?”

      “I tried, but you wouldn’t budge, so I covered you with a blanket and went to bed.”

      “I was so tired, and some things are a little hazy.”  I took another sip of the magic potion and looked at my hand.  “Oh my God, what is this?”  Holding up my hand.

      “Excuse me?”  He looked at me.

      “Baby, what is this on my finger?”

      “You’re kidding right?”

      “It’s beautiful!  What is it?”

      “Your engagement ring.”

      “Engagement ring?  You proposed...when?”  I looked at the beautiful ten-karat diamond. “I guess I said yes?  So what else happened?”

      “After dinner, you suggested we get married today.”

      “I thought I said Friday?”

      “I knew you were messing with me.”  He grabbed me by the waist and hugged me.

      I took another sip of coffee.  “Uhm, this is why I’m marrying you,” holding up the coffee cup.

      “What do you have planned today?”

      “I have to get a dress and make some arrangements.”

      “I thought Bas brought you a dress?”

      “It’s my backup.  Oh crap.”

      “What??”

      “I don’t have the card for my emergency account.”

      “You lost me.”

      “I don’t have the card for my emergency account.”  I sipped more of my coffee.  “My needing to get a wedding gown at the last minute is an emergency.”

      He smiled at me.  “I see.  I’ll give you my card.  Emergency solved.”

      “Thank you Honey, but I can buy my own dress.” I sipped more coffee.  “Mama probably brought it.  She thought to bring my birth certificate, so she probably has my card.”

      “Do you remember the conversation we had last night?”

      “Which one?”

      “The one about your letting me take care of you.”

      “Was that before or after we made out on the sofa and fell asleep?” I joked.

      He put the newspaper down and turned to face me.  “The one where I told you that we are a team.  If you need anything I’m here for you.”

      “Of course I remember.”  Oh crap.  Then it hit me.  “Uhm..baby, do you have a credit or debit card or some cash I can borrow to go shopping.  I’ll pay you back when I get back.”

      “No.”

      “What, you just said if I need anything, just…”  Oh crap.  I did it again.  I placed my coffee cup on the table, and swallowed a little of my single girl independence.  He said we’re a team and I’m still acting like a free agent, looking for a team.  “Baby, there are some things I need to get for the wedding, and I don’t have my credit card.  Would you be able to help me out?”

      He looked at me and shook his head smiling.  “That was better, but…”

      “What?”

      “Is it that difficult for you to ask me for money?”

      “Yes, it is.  I don’t want you to think…”

      “You’re my fiancée, not my girlfriend, not some side piece or random woman.  My fiancée, and we’re about to be married.  So you better get used to asking me for things.”

      “But I…”

      “Shut up.”  My eyes got wide.  He kissed me.  “What do you need?”

      “I need money to get a dress and some other things.”

      “We’ll go to the bank after breakfast.”

      Just like that.  All I had to do was swallow my pride and realize my new normal as a wife to a loving and generous man. “What are you doing today?”  I asked.

      “I have to go to the theatre, meet with Collier, get the rings, and make some arrangements.”

      “I need to call my uncle.”

      “I’ll tell Collier what we discussed, and he’ll call your uncle.”

      “Thank you.”  I took another sip from the large white cup.  “Have you figured out how we’re going to tell everyone?”

      “Maybe I’ll send everyone an email or a text,” he teased.

      “I don’t think so.  Just say, the wedding’s been postponed...”

      “What!”  Mama was so quiet, neither of us heard her come downstairs.  The look on her face was terrifying.  You’d think Moses and I had eloped and she just found out.

      “Mama…”

      “Alexandra, what is going on?  Emma and I leave you two alone for a few hours and this is what happens.”

      The sound of shuffling footsteps came rushing into the kitchen.  “What is all the commotion about?” Grams asked.

      “The wedding is off,” Mama announced.

      “What?  When we left for dinner, everything was fine.  What happened?” Before Moses could answer, Grams shot out another question.  “Moses Bernard Adair, you better answer me.  What did you do?”

      “Good morning everyone.  Can you guys please keep it down.  Some of us are still on West Coast time,” Bas announced.  “Is there any coffee?”

      “Ditto that.  I was praying and all of a sudden I heard loud voices,” Kendell spoke up.

      The voices were all speaking at once and no one could be understood. Moses stood up and whistled and it got quiet.  “Okay.  Alex and I have decided not to get married today.  Instead, we will be getting married on Friday at six o’clock.  Any questions?”

      Everyone began talking again at the same time.  He whistled again to grab their attention.  “We’ll answer questions one at a time.”  He pointed to Mama.  “Mom Connie.”

      “Why the change in plans?”

      “Time,” I replied.

      “Then why not later if you want more time?” Grams asked.

      “We were going to wait three months, but there was no real reason to wait,” Moses replied.

      “So, what do you want me to do?” Grams asked.

      “Mrs. Bartholomew…I mean, Grams, you’ve already done so much for us.”

      “We’re family.”  Her words brought tears to my eyes.  “Kendell, you and Bas get breakfast while Connie and I talk to Moses and Alexandra.”  She looked at us.  “You two, come with us.”  We followed her and Mama down the hall to the parlor.  “Everyone sit down.  So, what is going on?”

      I looked at Moses.  “We were feeling a little pressured.”  He looked at me and then back at Mama and Grams.  “We don’t need to wait three months, but we need more than a few hours.”

      “So what do you want us to do?”  Mama asked.

      Moses looked at me.  “Go ahead, tell them.”

      “I need to get a dress...”

      “What about the dress Bas brought?” Mama asked.

      “It’s my backup.”

      “Go on,” Grams continued.

      “We need flowers and a cake, and the wedding dinner needs to be planned.  I need shoes, a hairstylist, makeup artist, a Mani-Pedi and a salt scrub.  I also need to pick up a few delicate accessories.”  I refused to look at Moses.

      “I can get that last thing on the list if you want,” Moses volunteered.

      “Moses, behave yourself.”  Grams quickly chastised him.  We looked at each other smirking.  “Moses, what do you need?” Grams asked.

      “I need to get the rings and have my tux pressed.”

      “Call Henry about the rings.”

      “I already spoke with him this morning,”  Moses replied.

      “Regarding your tux.  You need a new one.”

      “Grams, I have several.  Besides, no one will be looking at me.  They’ll all be looking at Alex.”

      “No offense Alexandra.”  She looked at me and smiled, then back at Moses.  “My grandson is going to get married in a new tuxedo.  Do I make myself clear?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he replied.

      I looked at him smirking.  “I guess she told you.”

      “And, what about you?”  She turned her attention back to me.  “Where are you going to get this dream dress?”

      “I thought I’d go over to Bergdorf’s or Kleinfeld’s to see what’s on the sale rack.”

      “Uh-huh.”  She got quiet.  “One of my dearest friends’ niece has a bridal salon.”

      “Grams, that isn’t necessary,” I cut her off.  She cut me a sharp look.

      “I’ll call and tell her to expect you and Connie at eleven o’clock.  You’ll love her.”

      “But, I’m not a bridal sample size.”

      “I can see that,” Grams replied.  “Trust me.  If you don’t see anything you like, then go back to your original plans.”

      “I guess she told you,” Moses teased.

      “I’ve got one for you,” Mama piped in.  “Where are you honeymooning?”

      Moses jumped in.  “It’s a surprise.  We won’t be going on our honeymoon for a few weeks.”

      “Uh-huh,” Mama and Grams said in unison.

      “So where will you be staying Friday night?” Mama asked.

      I thought about the wedding but forgot about the other celebration.  It’s for sure we can’t stay at the townhouse.  Before I could answer, my fiancé, I love how that sounds, even when I’m saying it to myself.  He jumped in with an answer. “It’s a surprise.”

      This was new.  We discussed taking a honeymoon later, but nothing was said about Friday night.  Grant it, we just decided to get married last night. But how did he have time to come up with a surprise wedding night location so quickly?  I looked at him.  “Really?”

      “Yes, Beautiful.  I already took care of our mini-moon.”

      “Our mini-moon?” I smiled.  The name alone sounded decadent.

      “Yes, instead of a night, we’re taking a couple of days and, that’s all you need to know.”  He kissed me and I pushed him away.

      “Not in front of Mama and Grams.”

      “What?” He protested.

      “Honey, stop it.”

      He stood up, walked around and kissed Mama and Grams.  “Ladies, thank you for everything.  I’ve got some calls to make before Alex and I run a quick errand.  Mom Connie, I’ll make sure she meets you at eleven.”

      “Good bye son. We’ll see you later,” Grams said.  On his way out he kissed me again.

      “Moses...”

      “I’ll be ready in an hour or so, babe.”

      “Once I finish with Mama and Grams, I’ll get dressed.”  Ignoring my protest, he pulled my face up to his and kissed me again.

      “I love those lips.” He walked out and left me to fend for myself.  I looked at Mama and Grams, who were smiling at me.  “What?”

      “Nothing,” Mama said.  “Let’s get to work.  I assume you want pink peonies?”

      “Yes, and pink roses, and pink orchids.”

      

      Alex

      

      I WALKED INTO THE BEAUTIFUL bridal salon expecting to be disappointed.  Instead, I was shocked.  I looked around and it reminded me of one of my stores.  The walls were covered in ivory silk with gold and black leopard print velvet armless love seats.  Beside each love seat was a petite antique glass and brass side table, just large enough for a glass of champagne and a small box of tissues.  The aromas throughout the salon were calming.  I closed my eyes, and immediately felt like I was sitting in a lush, French garden.  The smell of tuberose, gardenia, rose, jasmine, and a hint of citrus calmed me.  Even if there wasn’t anything here to fit me, I needed this experience to relax.

      The meeting at the bank with Moses ran longer than I expected.  I thought he was going to give me his card and some cash.  Instead, we opened a joint account and he dumped enough money in there for a small coronation, and kept asking if I needed more.  Now, not only am I getting married in seventy-two hours, I’m financially tied to Moses.

      I checked in with the concierge who led Mama and me to a private dressing room.  We sat down and waited for the owner.  The sooner she comes and I explain how she can’t help me, the sooner I can get on with the task of finding a dress.  We sat enjoying the mimosas and fruit and cheese placed before us.  If nothing else, we got a good snack before leaving.

      “This reminds me of your place,” Mama commented.

      I looked at my watch.   As tense as I was, a glass of champagne would have been better.

      “Baby, trust Emma.”  She covered my hand with hers.  Every time she does that, it calms me.

      “Mama, I know Grams is trying to be helpful, but...”

      The door flung open and an average height, curvy, brown skinned woman in a black Armani dress and killer red leopard Valentino Rock Stud sling-backs walked in.  “I’m sorry about making you wait,” she apologized.

      “That’s okay.”

      She walked over and shook my hand.  “You must be Alexandra.”  She smiled.  “You look exactly as Miss Emma described.  Plus she emailed me your picture.  She thought it would help me pull some things for you in advance.  And you must be Mrs. Miller.  You’re as beautiful as she described.”

      “I’m sorry, Miss...”  Something about her demeanor seemed familiar.

      “Avery Logan.”  She sat down in the cream slipper chair across from us and crossed her legs.  “So, how do you see yourself on your wedding day?”

      “Avery, as I told Grams, I’m not a bridal sample size, and I need to get a dress today with minimal alterations.”  I wanted to leave, but I felt she’d probably call Grams before we could get to the door.

      She smiled.  “Uh-huh.  So how do you see yourself on your wedding day?”

      It was like she hadn’t heard a thing I said.  Let me just get this over with, and prove to her and Grams this wasn’t going to work.  “I know I don’t want to look like a walking fluff ball.  I’m a little too short and too mature for a princess ball gown,  which makes this search a little more challenging.”

      She nodded.  “I agree.  Would you like another mimosa or a glass of champagne?” she asked.

      I know this ploy.   Ply the customer with refreshments and then they’ll be putty in your hand.  “Champagne would be nice, thank you,” Mama quickly accepted.

      Avery pressed a button on her phone and began to speak.  “Regina, please bring a bottle of champagne and the racks, thank you.”  She looked up and smiled.  “So, let me explain what I do.  Unlike most bridal salons, my samples are a little larger.  I understand last minute weddings and curvy women.  Having gotten married rather quickly and being a size ten, twelve, with a full bosom and a butt, it was a challenge.”  She smiled.

      “Oh.”  I was dumbfounded.

      “When Miss Emma called this morning, she told me you needed my help.  Along with your picture, she forwarded this description, ‘My future grand-daughter needs a spectacular wedding gown for her wedding on Friday.  Unlike his first wife and that tall skinny woman Moses was engaged to, she’s a petite, beautiful woman with curves.  Make sure she doesn’t hide her figure.  I have it on good authority, Moses loves her figure.’  So I have my orders.”

      Not only was I ashamed I didn’t trust Grams, I was embarrassed Moses described me like that to her.  “I’m sorry.  It’s just...”

      “I know exactly who you are and I’ve been to your Atlanta store.”

      Now, I’m really embarrassed. “You know Moses?” I asked.

      “We go way back.  I did the same thing he and Keith did.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “To quote my mother, I married a man outside of my social circle.”  She smiled.  “Jeremiah, is from Alabama.  We met when he was in town on business.  I was meeting friends for dinner and they were late.  We shared an appetizer, wine, and some great conversation.  I loved listening to him talk. His southern accent was very refreshing.  I hated leaving him when my friends arrived.  Later that evening when the bill came, I discovered he’d paid it and left a note, asking me to join him the following evening for dinner.  He was here over four months and we spent all his free time together.”

      “Sort of like Moses and me.”

      “I thought when he went home that would be the end of us, but he proposed and gave me thirty days to plan our wedding.”

      “Wow.  How long have you been married?”  I sipped my mimosa.

      “We’ve been happily married five and a half years.  There weren’t too many options for my figure, and I knew I wasn’t the only woman with this challenge.  Contrary to what you’ve heard, not every society princess is a size zero.  I like to eat,” she laughed.  “I opened the salon as a result of trying to find a dress.”

      I smiled.  She was nice and funny, and reminded me a little of Chloe and Taylor.  I think Grams was trying to find me a friend as well as a wedding gown.

      “I told you to trust Emma,” Mama patted my arm.  “Tell me Avery, what do you have for my baby girl?”

      Just then, there was a knock on the door. “Come in,” Avery called. The door opened and a young Asian woman walked in with a bottle of champagne, followed by a tall, dark young man pulling a rolling rack filled with wedding gowns.  “Thank you, Jade.  Solomon, we’ll start here.  Thank you.”  Both assistants exited and closed the door.  “We are very discreet and respect our clients’ privacy.  Miss Emma told me you are trying to keep your wedding very private and intimate.  We’ll make sure your dress is delivered as discreetly as possible.”

      I jumped up and started plowing through the rack.  These weren’t normal fantasy wedding gowns. These were fantasy gowns.  I started rattling off some familiar names.  “Lanvin, Marchesa, Gucci, Temperley, Oscar, Carolina, Lela, Elie, Zuhair, Naeem...is that a Zac?”  I turned and looked at her with my mouth open.  “I knew some of these designers did bridal, but...”

      “Let me explain.  I only stock designer and couture bridal, as well as whatever I see every season that I think would be a beautiful wedding gown.”

      “Now I get it.”  Another knock on the door and Solomon entered with another rack of gowns.

      “I also design a small collection once a year.  Those I stock in two sample sizes.  I know what Miss Emma and Moses want, but what do you want?”  She looked at me, waiting on an answer.

      I tossed my head back, looking for a suitable answer.  After a few seconds, I lowered my head and answered.  “I know I want to be comfortable and I want to be the most beautiful bride I can be.  Does that make any sense?”

      Mama stepped in.  “Please forgive my daughter.  She’s not used to being on this side of the dressing room.  My son-in-law says she’s the most beautiful, sexiest, confident woman he knows.  I’ve heard him say it’s all in her walk.  Does that help?”  She smiled.

      “Mama!”  I’d reached a new level of embarrassment.  “I’m sorry, Avery.”

      She smiled.  “I understand.  My husband said it was my hips that got his attention.”  They laughed.  “Thank God, he’s a butt man.”

      “So you know what I’m dealing with?”

      “Exactly.”  She stood up.  “Tell you what, I’m going to give you and your mom some time.  Put the yeses on the empty rack in the corner.  I’ll be back in about twenty minutes.”

      “Thank you.”  She left and closed the door behind her.

      My head was spinning.  Everything was happening so fast, but talking to Avery helped.  Mama stood next to me, silent.  “Isn’t she funny?”

      “Yes.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      I took a deep breath and made my confession, “Everything is moving so fast.”

      “Isn’t this what you wanted?” she asked.

      “Yes, but—”

      “Baby girl, I know how you feel about Moses, and I know how he feels about you.”

      “Apparently.”  I laughed.

      “If you want to wait, I don’t see where that would be a problem.”

      “I don’t want to wait.”

      “Then what is it?”

      “I don’t know.”  I sighed.

      “Sounds like pre-wedding jitters.”

      “I’m not nervous about marrying Moses.  It was my idea to get married on Friday.”

      “I think you might be overwhelmed.”

      “Overwhelmed?”

      “Yes. I think you knew this would happen, you just didn’t think it would happen so soon.”

      “Soon?  If you call sixteen months soon.”  I pulled out another dress and placed it on the “yes” rack.

      “You came here hoping Moses would accept your apology, and you’d pick up where you left off.  Within a year you’d be engaged and about six months to a year later you’d get married.”

      “Exactly.”

      She smiled and shook her head.  “God doesn’t work like that.  He has His own plan.  I know you.  You spent the entire flight laying your plan out to God.”  She looked at me smiling.  “He heard you, but He already had it worked out.  He was just waiting on you.”

      “That’s what Moses said he’s been doing.”  She kissed me on the forehead.

      “Besides, if I wasn’t sure this was right, I wouldn’t have told Moses to go get you.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Moses

      

      “HEY MAN, I WAS TOLD to give this to the groom,” Bas said as he handed me the small black velvet box.

      “What’s this?” I asked.

      “I’m just the messenger.” As quickly as he appeared, he disappeared.  I opened the box and found a pair of diamond and platinum  square-shaped cufflinks, and a small note folded inside.

      “Sweetheart, you have given me so much in such a short time.  The material things are nice, but it’s the unseen things I cherish the most...time, space, patience and love.  I don’t believe in soul mates.  I believe in compatible spirits.  I believe God picked you out especially for me.  I apologize it took me so long to get ready.  Now that I am, I don’t want to waste another moment not being with you.  Thank you for making room for me in your heart.  Love forever, your wife, Alexandra Miller Adair.”

      A knock on the door stopped the well of emotions from appearing on my face.  “Come in,” I called out.  I folded the note and placed it inside my jacket pocket.  I’d begun putting on the cufflinks when I looked up, and saw my Dad walking towards me.

      “Whatcha got there?”

      “A gift from my bride.”

      I hadn’t seen my Dad smile like this since Keith got married.

      “Let me help you.”  He took the cufflinks and helped me put them on.

      “Thanks.  I haven’t seen you this happy in quite a while.”

      “It’s Alex.”  I felt myself smiling harder.  “Where’s mother?”

      “She’s downstairs talking to Grams.”  He adjusted my tie. “There.”  He stepped back and smiled.

      “Thank you.”

      “Did Alexandra tell you she and I had dinner?”

      “No.”  My curiosity was peeked.  “When?”

      “A month and a half ago when I was in Los Angeles.”  I looked at him waiting for more information.

      “Why?”

      “I like Alexandra.  She’s good for you.  Not like Vanessa or Natalie.  She’s not looking to be supported.  She likes being needed.  She’s tough, and that’s what you need, someone that will help you fight.  Not just a showpiece.  Don’t get me wrong, a showpiece is nice, but a fighting partner is so much better.”

      “What did she say?”

      “She said it was her fault you broke up and she was waiting on an answer from God.”  He turned and walked over to the window, staring down into the garden.  “She lets you shine.  That’s how your grandmother Mary was, and she was a fighter.  When she was passionate about something, she wouldn’t let it go until you knew all the reasons why she was fighting.  Don’t get me wrong, I love your mother, but she’s...I believe you can build a long, happy life with Alexandra.  She really is a blessing from God.”  He turned and faced me.  “I think this time you’re ready to get married.”

      “Me too.” I smiled.

      “Got the ring?”  He walked towards me.

      “She told me not to go overboard.”  I reached inside my pocket and pulled out two platinum and diamond bands.

      “That’s why you got two bands?”

      “Of course.”  We laughed.

      “Son, I know, you said no gifts, but...”  He reached inside his pocket and handed me an envelope.  “Here.”

      I opened it and pulled out a check for fifteen million dollars.  “What’s this?”

      “It’s from a trust I set up for you and Keith.  Now that you’re getting married, I want to give you a little something to help you get started.”

      “This isn’t my first marriage.”

      “I know, but, this is something I wanted to do.  Something I needed to do. Son, I’m sorry for everything that happened.”  He hugged me and I fought the tears.  “I’m very proud of the man you’ve become.  I only wish I could have been a better example and father.”

      “Dad, you were, you are.”  Knock…knock, we broke our embrace.  “Come in.”  I called out and looked towards the door, and felt all the air leaving.  “Mother.”

      “Moses, you look very handsome,” she said as she kissed me on the cheek.

      “Thank you, Mother.”

      “Your grandmother says despite what I think about this girl, she loves you and has your best interest at heart...I find that hard to believe.  How can you marry someone you barely know?  Honestly son, I think you should....”

      “Clarice.”

      “That’s okay Dad.  Mother, I love Alex and she loves me.  There’s no secret or hidden agenda.  She’s my choice and if you don’t like it, you can leave.”

      “Moses, don’t talk to your mother like that.  She can’t help it if she’s forgotten what it feels like to be in love,” my Dad announced.

      “Eli, that’s not fair.”

      “Come on Clarice, let’s give the boy a little space.  Son, we’ll see you downstairs,” he said, as he escorted my mother out of the room.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Alex

      

      THE FIRST TIME I GOT married, it was with much less fanfare and grandeur in Paris.  My maid of honor was some strange woman in the register’s office.  No family, no friends, and no time to plan.  I wore a dress I found in a vintage store over in the first arrondissement. This time, I was calm and surrounded by people who loved me, and with a lot less time to prepare.  Thanks to Grams and Avery, I’ll be wearing a gorgeous couture gown.

      I looked at the clock on my antique night table.  I had about forty minutes before taking that last single girl walk.

      Last night when Moses got home from his bachelor party, we met in the kitchen for cookies and milk.  It reminded me of my first visit here.  We needed that time alone.  A couple of hours a later, he walked me up to my room and we shared an amazing, passionate good night kiss.  Grams and Mama told us we were not allowed to see each other today until the ceremony, but we’ve been texting back and forth all day.

      I went into the bathroom and when I returned, I noticed an envelope on the bed with a small black box.  I looked around the room, but I was alone.  I picked up the envelope and read the words, “My Bride.”  I immediately recognized the handwriting.  I gently brushed the envelope before opening it.  I turned it over, lifted up the flap and pulled out the white monogrammed card bearing his initials, MA in black ink.

      

      “Dearest Alexandra, when it comes to you, I never know what to say.  You have had my thoughts jumbled from the moment we met.  So, I’ll keep it simple.  What do you say we get married, have some babies and spend the rest of our lives loving each other?  And one day, we will tell our grandchildren how we met at a party, spent our first date in New York, got engaged on an airplane, and married on a whim, all because we weren’t scared to take God at His Word.  And wear these today.  Love always, your husband, Moses.”

      

      I opened the box and staring back at me were an incredible pair of diamond teardrop earrings.  “Oh, my God.” I felt the tears coming and immediately ran back into the bathroom.   Knock, knock.  “Come in,” I called out and continued touching up my makeup.   The door opened and I heard the footsteps coming closer to the bathroom.

      “Look at you.”

      I turned around.  “Mama, what’s with the smile?  Have you seen Moses?  How’s he doing?”

      She stepped closer and wrapped her arms around me. “You look beautiful.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Yes, I’ve seen my son-in-law.”  Her face lights up every time she refers to Moses as her son-in-law.

      “How’s he doing?” I asked again.

      “Pretty much like you, a nervous ball of energy.”  We laughed.  “Come with me.”  She took me by the hand and walked me back into the bedroom, and stroked the side of my face.  “My baby.”  She got quiet.  “I don’t have any profound words or speech I’ve been waiting to say.  I like him.  Not that it matters because I think you would have married him any way.  The first time you got married I wasn’t there, and when I found out, I was shocked and hurt, but this time…here.”   She handed me a slim black box.

      “What’s this?”

      “Your something blue.”  I opened the box and found a blue sapphire bracelet.

      “It’s beautiful Mama, but it’s too much.”

      “No, it’s just right,” she kissed me on the forehead.  “Now, let’s get you married.”  She took the bracelet and hooked it onto my wrist. The knock on the door interrupted the moment.

      “Come in,” I shouted and looked up.  “Kendell you look pretty.”

      “Thank you.”  She took a deep breath and fanned her eyes, trying to stop the tears from coming.  “You look beautiful, cousin.”

      “Thank you.  All I need to do is put my earrings and veil on.  Mama, will you help me?”  I replaced the pearl studs with my gift from Moses and bent down so Mama could pin my veil.  She stepped back, and I saw tears welling up in her eyes.  “Mama, don’t.  You promised.”

      “I’m sorry.”  I gently patted the tear before it landed on her dress.  A knock on the door interrupted the moment.

      “Come in.”  I looked up to see who I just gave permission to enter.

      “I bumped into this gorgeous man in the hall and, he said I should give these to the bride,” said Taylor.

      “Ahhhh!”  I ran over and hugged her.  “You made it.”

      “Of course I came.  There was no way I was going to miss this.”

      “I’m so glad you came.”  I fought the tears, but a couple escaped and Taylor wiped them.

      “Why didn’t you tell me you were seeing him?”

      “It happened so fast and then...”

      “He’s quite a guy, isn’t he?” She smiled.

      “If perfection was physically possible, it would be him.”

      “Okay, let me see the ring,” she asked.  I lifted up my left hand.

      “Oh my God, it’s beautiful and huge.”

      “What about you, Mrs. Married Lady?”

      “Can you believe it?” She lifted her left hand.  “I’m a wife and a stepmother.  Jason is everything I didn’t know I wanted but needed.”

      “I’m so happy for you,” I hugged her again.

      “Thank you.”  She turned to Kendell.  “Miss Kendell, how is that gorgeous man you’re seeing?”

      “He’s fine,” Kendell answered.

      “I know that, but how’s he doing?”  Taylor teased.

      “He’s doing great.  He’s helping the groom.”

      She turned back to me.  “Cuz, you look beautiful.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Let’s get this show on the road.  Kendell, do you have the ring?” Taylor asked.

      “Yes, right here,” she lifted up her right hand to show the platinum and diamond band on her thumb.

      “Okay ladies,” Taylor looked at Mama.  “Aunt Connie, look at you.  How are you going to make it through the ceremony?”

      “I’ll be fine,” she sniffled.

      “Let’s get Alex married,” Taylor announced.
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      Taylor handed each of us a bouquet and we walked out of the room.  As we stepped into the hall, I tried to consume everything I saw.  The closer we got to the bottom of the stairs, the louder the music got.  The lights were dim and the aromas were intoxicating.  I stopped and waited as Taylor and Kendell adjusted my train.  I closed my eyes and took a deep breath inhaling the smell of my lily of the valley bouquet.  Moses’ dad gave me a small silver locket with a picture of his mother and father, and I had the florist attach it to the ribbon of my bouquet.  He said he gave Sharmaine one as well when she married Keith.  Now I really miss Chloe and Dionne.  When I opened my eyes and looked up, my Dad was standing in front me.

      “You’re taking my breath away.”

      “Daddy.”  I felt a huge smile appear on my face.

      “You look like your mother did on our wedding day.”  He lifted my veil and kissed me on top of my head.  In that brief moment, I was reminded of the days when we were a happy family living a storybook life.  “Wow.”  He stepped back, took a deep breath and made an unexpected confession.  “I’m sorry I destroyed our family.  Please forgive me.”

      “I did that a long time ago.”  I kissed him on the cheek and saw one lone tear of absolution roll down his face.  I reached up to catch it with my finger and he stopped me.

      “Let me.”  He reached into his pocket, pulled out a handkerchief and wiped the tears his years of selfish behavior were causing.  “Are you ready?”

      “Yes.”

      He pulled my veil down, eased back into position on my right side and we walked down the hall.  Mama and Grams had flowers and candles strategically placed along my walk out to the garden.  We continued down the hall to the garden and stopped at the French door.  I closed my eyes, inhaled, and absorbed the sounds of the string quartet waiting on our cue.

      “Lean on me Babygirl, and I’ll do the rest.”

      I took a deep breath, exhaled the last remnants of single girl life, and inhaled the beginnings of married lady life and replied, “Okay.”

      When I opened my eyes, we were standing in the doorway.  I was awestruck at how beautiful everything looked.  Mama and Grams did an amazing job.  The garden was filled with pink rose and peony topiaries in varying heights along the aisle, with an assortment of jasmine and bougainvillea along the brick walls.  It reminded me of a European garden.

      I looked straight ahead and saw Moses standing on a pink rose petal covered riser.  It looked like he was on a pink cloud.  He smiled and my nerves instantly calmed down, and I felt that stupid smile rise on my face.

      Mrs. Joseph whispered,” Go.”

      My Dad took charge and whispered, “It’s a short walk.”  I held on tight as we slowly walked down the aisle.  When we got to the front, Moses stepped down, shook my Dad’s hand and waited for Pastor Brian to give our next cue.

      “I have known Moses for quite a while, and I just recently met Alexandra.  But from the short time I’ve spent with her, I know she loves him.  Over the past year, Moses and I have had several conversations about Alexandra, with all of them ending with my asking the same question, ‘Do you love her?’ And each time, I got the same answer, “yes”.  The road to this point has been a little rocky, but I’m glad they sought God for direction.  This evening, we are gathered together to join these two  people in holy matrimony.  If there is anyone here who knows why they shouldn’t be married, let them speak now or forever hold their peace.”  Pastor Brian looked around and all was silent.  “Who gives this woman to be married to this man?”

      My Dad cleared his throat.  “On behalf of everyone that loves her, I do,” he replied.  He kissed my hand and placed it in Moses’.  “Just love her, that’s all we ask.”  He shook his hand again and walked back and sat next to Mama.

      “You look beautiful,” Moses whispered.

      “So do you.” I felt tears trying to come again.

      “Are you ready?”  I nodded my head, and we walked up the two steps onto the pink cloud, and stood in front of Pastor Brian.

      “The bride and groom would like to say a few things.  Moses.”

      I handed my bouquet to Kendell and turned to face Moses.  He took my hands in his.

      “I asked God for something specific and here you are.  I knew when I met you in Atlanta I didn’t want to live without you.  When you agreed to come to New York with me, and we stopped in Texas, I knew I was falling for you, and by the time we finished cookies and milk that night, you had captured my heart.  Your mother asked me if I loved you or was I in love with you?  At the time, I didn’t understand the difference.  During the time we were apart, not only was I miserable, I realized I was in love with you, and I finally understood what she meant.  When you’re in love with someone you hurt when they hurt.  You’re happy, when they’re happy.    What’s important to them is important to you.  I promised myself, if you came back, we would never spend another day or night apart.  We have been through more than most couples will ever experience in a lifetime.  I know how proud and independent you are.  I know the most important person in your life is God.  I know you can’t make me happy, because that’s only something I can do.  I intend to be happy for the rest of my life which means I intend to love you until the end of time.  Thank you for agreeing to be my wife.”

      “Alexandra,” Pastor Brian said.

      “I told God I wanted to know this kind of love, and He answered my prayer.  I heard someone say you know you’ve met the person you were destined to be with when you look into their eyes and see your grandchildren.  The night I met you, I looked into your eyes and saw our grandchildren several times over.  The first time we danced, I knew I was in trouble, because that was the moment my heart and spirit confirmed I was in the presence of the man God had for me.  I love your unselfishness and your compassion, I love that your grandmother is one of your best friends.  I love that you love God and don’t care who knows.   You are the answer to a prayer I prayed long before I knew exactly what I wanted, but God knew what I needed. I love you Moses and I am ready to be your wife.”

      “Is anybody else a little misty?  Rings, please.”  Keith and Kendell handed pastor the rings.  “Father God, we come before you thanking You for this union. We are in agreement with Moses and Alexandra for a blessed union and a happy marriage.  We stand in agreement with them for Your best in their lives.  In Your Son Jesus’ name, Amen.  I want you both to repeat after me.  I take you to be my friend, my lover, and my partner.”  We repeated the vow together and changed partner to teammate.

      “Okay, I see we improvised that last part.” Pastor Brian teased and we smiled at each other.

      “Both of you repeat after me. I will be yours in times of plenty and in times of want, in times of sickness and in times of health, in times of joy and in times of sorrow, in times of failure and in times of triumph.”  We repeated everything the pastor said and continued.

      “Moses, here.” He handed him the rings. “Place the rings on Alexandra’s left ring finger and repeat after me.”  Moses took my hand in his. “Alexandra, this ring I give to you as a token of my love and devotion and pledge all that I am and all that I will ever be as your husband. With this ring, I gladly join my life to yours.”

      “Alexandra, these rings I give to you are a token of my love and devotion and pledge to you all that I am and all that I will ever be as your husband. This ring symbolizes our beginning and past, and this ring,” he took my engagement ring and placed it back on my finger.  “…symbolizes the present,  and this ring symbolizes our future and with it, I gladly join my life to yours.”  He kissed my hand.

      “Alexandra, here.” Pastor handed me the ring. “Place the ring on Moses’ left ring finger.”  Moses held out his left hand and I placed the diamond and platinum band on his left ring finger and repeated the vows. “Now repeat after me.”

      “I give you this ring as a token of my love and devotion and pledge to you all that I am and all that I will ever be as your wife.  With this ring, I gladly join my life to yours.”

      “Moses, I give you this ring as a token of my love and devotion and pledge to you all that I am, and all that I will ever be as your wife.”  I was doing fine until I said wife.  He reached into his pocket and pulled out his grandfather’s handkerchief and wiped the tear streaming from my right eye before it rolled down and landed on my dress.  I looked up and saw that beautiful smile and then continued.  “With this ring, I gladly join my life to yours.”

      “Because Moses and Alexandra have desired each other in marriage, and have witnessed this before God and your gathering, affirming their acceptance of the responsibilities of such a union, and have pledged their love and faith to each other, sealing their vows in the giving and receiving of rings, I do proclaim they are husband and wife in the sight of God and man.  Let all people here and everywhere recognize and respect this holy union, now and forever.  You may kiss your bride.”

      Moses lifted my veil, pulled me close and dipped me.

      “Oooo.”  I smiled and threw my arms around his neck.

      “I love you, Mrs. Adair.”

      “I love you, Mr. Adair.”  Smiling, he gently pressed his lips against mine.

      “Passion.”

      “Exactly.”  He kissed me again, then quickly lifted me back up.  I felt a little light headed.  Clutching hands we stood waiting for our next cue.

      “Wow,” said Pastor Brian.  Everyone cheered.  “Settle down.  I am honored to be the first to introduce Moses and Alexandra Adair.”  Everyone stood up, clapping.  We walked out and hid in Moses’ office.   He pulled me to him and kissed me like it was the first time, when he took my breath away filling my mind with fantasies about the future.

      He pulled back and gently stroked the side of my face. “Was the ceremony the way you imagined?”

      “Yes.  Is it what you wanted?”

      “Yes.”  He kissed me again.  “Mrs. Adair we sh--”

      “Say it again.”

      “Mrs. Adair…”

      “Yes.”

      “We have a room full of people waiting for us.”  He pulled my hands up to his mouth and I noticed the pink monogram on his shirt cuff.  “What’s this?”

      He looked at his cuff and replied,” They were a gift from my wife.”  Referring to the cufflinks.

      “No, the letters…ASMA?”

      “My wife’s initials.”

      “How romantic.  Sort of like these.”  I pulled out a piece of white satin ribbon with his initials MBA in his favorite color black.  I had it sown into the top of my dress and tucked next to my heart.

      “Seems we were thinking the same thing.”  We smiled.  He kissed me, took my hand, and led me down the hall to the dining room.  We walked in and everyone stood up, applauding as we sat down.

      The long dining table was dressed with a black silk tablecloth and matching napkins, a mix of tall and short clear glass vases filled with assorted bright pink flowers and candles.  Grams went all out for the dinner.

      Bas stood up and clinked his glass.  “I’ll start things.  As one of the best men…I never thought I would be the best man at Alex’s wedding.  I thought she’d be best man at mine first.” Everyone laughed.  “When Moses entered our lives, I never thought I’d get a best friend and someone to help me with Alex,” everyone laughed again.  “I have watched you two fight, hide, chase, protect and love each other.  And today,” he paused.  His voice was a little muffled, “I saw my friend, my sis, marry my best friend.”  He lifted his glass.  “To Alex and Moses.”  He walked over  kissed me on the cheek, and hugged us both.

      Taylor stood up.  “My cousin, our cousin,” she looked at Kendell, “has seen her share of heartache and love.   I know her and I know Moses, and I know God designed them for each other.  To Alex and Moses.”

      Grams Stood up.  “When Moses came back from Atlanta talking about this woman he met, I knew I had to meet her.  So I told him to go get her.  The first time I met Alexandra, I gave her some advice, which she didn’t take.  That’s what I like about her.  She’s her own person.  And my grandson is the same.   I told him something similar, and he ignored me as well.  I’m glad neither of them listened to me, because now I have a new granddaughter and a grandson that smiles a whole lot more.”  I wiped the tear from my eye and blew her a kiss.

      “Excuse me,” everyone laughed as Mama stood up and walked over to our side of the table and started to speak.  “I believe that’s my daughter’s favorite phrase.  When I first met Moses, I knew it was trouble.  Alexandra tells people she asked God for something specific, but what she doesn’t know is, I did too.  I asked God to send her someone who would love and respect her, and appreciate all she has to offer.  She has a warm heart and is very generous.  She’s also very stubborn.  Once I got to know Moses, I discovered he’s a lot like her.  Her father and I are very protective, and only want the best for her.  We’re glad she and Moses found their way back to each other, and I’m glad to call you, son.  Welcome to the family.”

      Moses’ stood up and hugged and kissed Mama.  “I love you, Mom,” he said.  I stood next to him waiting for my turn to hug her.

      Moses’ Dad stood up.  He and Moses looked a lot a like...tall, light brown eyes, warm smile, and broad shoulders.  The only visible differences between them was he was grey at the temples, had a beard, and was a little thicker in the midsection.  When I saw him, I saw how Moses would look in twenty years...very handsome.  He walked over and stood next to Moses’ chair.

      “Over the past year, my son and I have had several conversations about this beautiful woman, my daughter-in-law.  Listening to him talk about her reminded me of a young man I knew a few decades ago who was pursuing a beautiful raven haired beauty with dancing dark brown eyes,” he looked at his wife.  “I have to admit, hearing him talk about Alexandra made me long for those days of my youth.  Like Mrs. Miller, I too asked God for something...to open my son’s heart.  I’m grateful God answered all our prayers, because I don’t think any of us could bear another moment of the two of them apart.”  Everyone laughed.  “Alexandra,” Moses helped me stand up.  “On behalf of my wife, the entire Adair family, and myself, welcome.”  He kissed me on the cheek and whispered, “Thank you for making my son happy.”  He turned to Moses and hugged him.

      “I love you, Dad.”

      “I love you, Son.”  He walked back to his seat.

      Moses cleared his throat.  “My turn.”  Moses looked at me smiling. “My wife, wow, that sounds good.  My wife says I have to say something.  You wouldn’t believe I get paid to write, but when it’s personal, I seem to have a little difficulty.  On behalf of my wife and myself,  thank you for coming and putting up with us the past few days.”

      He sipped his champagne.

      “Bear with me. Almost two years ago, a friend insisted I attend a party for her cousin who was coming to Atlanta to open a new store.  I didn’t want to go, but I didn’t have a good reason she would accept.  So I went.  I knew only one person and she was a little preoccupied with someone else,” Moses said, and winked at Taylor.  “She introduced us and walked away.  Part of me was angry she left me standing there with a stranger, but the other part was delighted she did.  I couldn’t believe this beautiful woman was being nice to me.  Thank you, Taylor.  A few weeks later, I was in Los Angeles on business and bumped into that woman at the airport.  She says I kidnapped her, and I say I rescued her.  Everyone wants to know what happened that weekend.  We’ve decided it’s no one’s business,” he joked and winked at me.  “Maybe at our twenty-fifth wedding anniversary party we’ll tell you.  But, for now, it’s our secret.  So here’s to a long and blessed life together.  Thank you all.  This means so much to my wife and myself.”

      He sat down, and I kissed him a little more intensely.  I pulled back and whispered, “Passion.”

      “Exactly.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Alex

      

      AFTER WE CUT THE CAKE, Moses and I shared one last dance.  I was expecting the song we danced to so many times.  Instead, he surprised me by having the band play the first song we danced to at his sister’s party.  And like that night, when the music started, he pulled me close.  I rested my head on his chest and found myself lost in his scent.

      As the song came to an end he whispered, “I want to be alone with my wife.”  He kissed me and there it was...passion.  We said our goodbyes and left.

      I was excited and nervous to be alone with Moses.  He pulled me to his side and looked up and smiled. My mind was full of thoughts I hadn’t allowed myself to have.  Thoughts about my husband and this night.

      He looked at me, returning the smile.  “What’s on your mind?”

      “How much longer before we get there?”  He kissed me and suddenly, the car stopped.  “Already?”

      Moses lowered the privacy screen.  “Why are we stopping?” he asked, but the driver was gone.  A few seconds later there was a tap on the window.  Moses lowered the window and repeated his question, “Why are we stopping?”

      The driver opened the door. “Your ride is waiting.”

      “Ride?  What’s going on?”  Moses hesitated, got out, and looked around. “What are we doing at the heliport?”

      “Is everything all right honey?” 

      “I’m not sure.” He turned back to the driver. “I don’t understand.  Why are we at the heliport?”

      “I was told to bring you and your wife to the heliport.”

      “Who told you to do that?” I sensed the annoyance in his voice.  

      “When the order was placed, it was with instructions to bring you and your wife to the heliport, see.”  The driver handed Moses a document.

      “Honey, is everything all right?” I asked again.

      He leaned inside the car, “I’ve got this baby.”  He redirected his attention to the driver.  “Wait a minute.”  He pulled out his phone and pressed the programmed number.  “Hello Grams, what did you do...you didn’t...he did...let me speak to him...yes, we are...I see...thanks...I will and we’ll see you in a few days...bye.”  He looked at me smiling, and then back at the driver.  “I’m sorry.”

      “Is everything cleared up, sir?” the driver asked.

      “Yes.”  Moses leaned inside the car. “Come on, baby.”  He helped me out of the car.

      “Is everything all right?” 

      He kissed me on the forehead. “Seems Keith made other transportation arrangements for us.”

      I wasn’t sure what was going on, but I followed Moses to the helicopter and got on board.  There was barely enough room for my dress.  This reminded me of our first date, when we took a helicopter to his parent’s house in the Hamptons.  That must be where we’re headed.  I got settled, and waited for Moses.

      “Will there be anything else, sir?” The driver asked.

      “No, that will be all.”  He reached in his pocket and pulled out some money.

      “It’s already been taken care of.  Congratulations.”

      “Thank you.”  Moses boarded and we took off.  I fell asleep and after what felt like several hours, I was awakened by my husband.  “Wake up sleeping beauty, we’re here.”  I opened my eyes and looked out the window, but it was pitch black.  Moses grabbed my hand as we landed, just like he did on our first helicopter ride.

      Moses helped me out and I felt a slight chill.  I knew this wasn’t the Hamptons, because you could see the beach in the distance at his parents’ place.  The only visible light was from the star-filled sky.  He took my hand and led me away from the helicopter.  As it lifted up and the lights came on, to my right, I saw a beautiful cottage.  Moses led me to the edge of the steps and we stopped.

      “What do you think?” 

      “It’s beautiful,  where are we?”  

      “The Catskills.”

      “The Catskills?”

      We proceeded to the front door and he stopped. “Wait,” he scooped me up and threw me over his left shoulder like a sack of flour.

      “What are you doing?” I laughed.

      “This is how cavemen did it.”

      “True, but cavewomen weren’t wearing bridal couture and I don’t recall seeing pictures of cavemen dressed in custom formal wear,” I teased. 

      He patted my behind, walked inside, closed the door and slowly placed me on my feet, covered my eyes and turned me around.  

      “Keep your eyes closed.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      He removed his hand.  “Open your eyes.”

      I looked around and was awestruck.  “It’s beautiful.”  

      “Come with me.”  He took my hand and I followed him.  “Here we have the kitchen with a fully stocked pantry and refrigerator complete with chocolate chip walnut cookies and banana pudding courtesy of Mrs. Joseph, the living room and patio.”  

      The living room was decorated in very masculine tones, but the added feminine touches were obvious...silk pillows, fresh flowers, fur throws, candles, and a little pink pillow on the sofa with the initial “A”.  We continued down the hall, and I noticed a trail of votive candles lighting the hall leading to a door with a small hang tag.  “Do Not Disturb…what’s this?” I looked at him.

      “Open it.” 

      I opened the door and stepped inside.  It was breathtaking.  I walked around, admiring the details and it became very real.  This was our bedroom.  This was where we were going to spend our wedding night.  This was where we were spending our first night as husband and wife.    

      This reminded me of my room at the townhouse. But, instead of pink, everything was white...monogrammed bed linens and pillows covering the largest bed I had ever seen. There were candles on every surface as well as a cozy fire.  White rose petals were scattered on the floor around the bed and vases of white flowers were on both bedside tables.  I covered my mouth with my hand, fighting tears.  I took a deep breath and managed to spit out some words.  “When I got your packing list, I thought we were going to your parent’s place in the Hamptons or a hotel…I had no idea...this is...”    

      The first time I made love was in a dank flat in Paris overlooking the Seine.  I thought it was the most romantic place in the world. That place paled in comparison to this beautiful retreat. 

      “Do you like it?”

      “I love it.  How did you...when did you...”

      “That’s my secret...your bag is in the bathroom.”  He pointed to the door on the left.  “I’ll be across the hall...if you…when you’re…take your time.”  He walked out and closed the door.  

      I went into the bathroom and looked in the mirror, breathing hard.  Then it occurred to me that I needed help getting out of this beautiful gown.  I stepped across the hall, knocked on the door and felt a lump in my throat.  A few seconds later, Moses opened the door and I almost fainted.  He had started unbuttoning his shirt and it was opened with part of his chest showing.

      “Is everything all right?”

      My answer was delayed because my eyes were fixed on his chest. I tried to speak, but I couldn’t.  This is what I get to sleep with...thank you God.  “Uhm, it took two women to get me into this dress,” I chuckled.

      “Let’s see what I can do.” He smiled.

      I turned around and felt a chill run up my spine.  I tried to relax as his warm hand held the silk panel in place as his finger slipped under the laces.  I closed my eyes and all I heard was the sound of the fabric singing as he loosened the laces one by one.  When he released the last lace, he brushed my hair to the side and gently kissed the back of my neck.  I gasped and fell back against his chest, barely clutching my dress as the heat of his body penetrated my skin.

      He kissed my shoulder and my heart began to race.  He slipped his hands around my waist and my mind quickly filled with the steamy thoughts I’d been pushing aside. When his lips touched my shoulder, a heat jolt traveled the length of my body.  I tried to move, but I couldn’t.  I liked the heat, and the thought of what would happen if I let my dress fall tempted me.  I lowered one of my hands and my dress slipped a little lower. 

      I sank deeper into his chest as he continued to nuzzle my neck.  My dress felt heavy.  It would be so easy to release my hold and make love to Moses right now.  He kissed the back of my neck again and I let out a soft moan.

      He turned me around to face him and the combination of body heat and his cologne was overwhelming.  I wanted to move, but I couldn’t.  I clutched the top of my dress and looked up at him.  I was desperate for him to kiss me, touch me, remove my hands from the top of my dress, anything.

      He lifted my chin and teased my lips with gentle pecks.  He pulled me to his chest, covered my mouth with his, and slid his warm tongue inside my mouth, kissing me hard.  This kiss was different.  It wasn’t like our kisses in the past.  It wasn’t even like our kiss after the ceremony.  I felt this kiss deep in my core.  I wrapped my hands around his neck, forgetting about my dress.  His hands slid lower caressing my behind.  My body’s response shocked me.  I broke the kiss, grabbed the top of my dress and stepped back.  I looked into those dark mesmerizing eyes, and swallowed hard.  “Thank you…I can handle it from here.”  My feet felt like lead, but I needed to leave.  Otherwise, we’d be celebrating our marriage in the doorway on top of our wedding clothes.

      “Are you sure?” He gently stroked my arm, and I almost gave in to his unspoken suggestion.

      “Yes.”  I grabbed the hem of my dress, turned and walked back across the hall.

      I rushed inside, closed the door and leaned against the door, breathing hard.  I stood with my eyes closed, taking deep breaths.  After several minutes, I stepped out of my gown, hung it up and went into the bathroom.

      I grabbed a quick shower, changed into my fancy lingerie, combed my hair, touched up my makeup, and put on some parfum.   I looked in the mirror taking note of myself.  I walked across the hall, knocked on the guest room door, and went back to our room.   

      “God, I’m nervous.  Please calm my spirit so I can enjoy this experience and please my husband, Amen.”

      I heard a knock on the door.  “May I come in?” asked the deep voice from the other side of the door.

      “Yes.”  I took a deep breath and looked at the beautiful man walking towards me in the white silk robe slightly open revealing that chest that almost made me jump him across the hall.  My heart began to race.  I swallowed hard, wondering how God thought I deserved this man…a man who loved Him, who was compassionate, kind, loved me and had a body like a Spartan soldier.  I exhaled and felt a wicked smiled rise on my lips.  He stepped closer and kissed me deep and hard.

      He pulled back and I was presented with a smile.  “Champagne?”

      “Yes, thank you.”  He handed me a glass and I took a long sip.

      He stroked the side of my face and kissed me on the neck.  His lips were still hot, and the heat made me a little limp.  He moved his mouth up to my ear, took my glass, placed it on the table, and asked, “Tell me what you like?”

      Tell him what I like.  I don’t know what I like.  I had been married for three and a half weeks, but the sex wasn’t as fulfilling as I had dreamed.  I don’t think my first husband ever found my joy spot.  I braced myself to answer my husband’s question.

      “I don’t know what I like.”

      He stepped back and there was a look of confusion on his face followed by a long silence.  “How can that be…you’re not a virgin.”

      Great.  Now I had turned a beautiful, romantic night into a pity party.  “My first…he didn’t…I mean he wasn’t…I uhm…”

      He pulled me close, covered my mouth with his hot, full lips and led us into a deep passionate kiss.  I pressed my body deeper into his, and felt every muscle of his chest pressing against my breasts.  I wrapped my arms around his neck, as his hands slid down my behind, stroking the flames of passion.  He slowly pulled his lips back and replied, “We’ll discover what you like together.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Moses

      

      I STEPPED TO HER, WITH desire and fire fighting to take over.  I couldn’t rush.  I needed to take it slow…be gentle.  The discovery of passion lies in the journey.

      Looking at this beautiful gift from God, I wasn’t sure where to begin.  My initial instincts didn’t apply after hearing her confession.  I remembered the Song of Songs…she is everything I desire and crave.

      I pulled her close, kissed her neck and she let out a soft moan.  I moved my mouth up, nuzzled her ear, and she hummed.  I teased her lips with slight kisses before sliding my tongue inside her mouth, kissing her hard.  My mind wanted to take it slow, but my body was ready.  I would have taken her when she asked me to help her with her dress, but I didn’t want to be selfish or rush her.

      The harder we kissed the more her body reacted.  She may not have known how to say what she liked, but her body knew how to tell me what she liked.

      My hands slid further down to caress her full round behind.  I pulled her closer, and she let out another deep moan.  She wrapped her hands around my neck, pulled me closer, and kissed me harder and deeper. My hands and mouth were eager to make love to her.  I eased my hand along her side, and brushed her breast.  The heat of her body pierced through the lace of her robe and it excited me even more.  When I cupped her breast, she grabbed my hand, and stepped out of my hold.  She stood with her arms folded in front of her, not looking at me.

      “Did I do something wrong?”

      She shook her head. “No.”  I looked down and adjusted the belt on my robe.

      I didn’t understand, I thought we were enjoying each other.  I stepped closer and gently placed my hands on her shoulders, and she shrugged me off.  Confused, I repeated my question to the back of her head. “Did I do something wrong?”

      “No…I uhm…maybe…I need a little more time.”

      “Baby, look at me.”  She slowly turned to face me and staring back at me were those incredible dark eyes that put me under her spell.  I could look deep into those eyes and never see everything she saw about us.  I brushed the side of her face and she leaned into my palm.  “What’s the problem?  Did you not like the way I touched you?”

      I knew she wasn’t frigid, not the way she kisses me.  She lowered her arms and I saw what she was hiding.  My body immediately responded at the sight before me.  Her nipples were hard and had punched through the delicate white lace of her robe.

      I opened her robe and pushed it off her shoulders and it landed in a puddle around her feet.  She’s beautiful.  Rich deep caramel colored skin, covering a voluptuous body designed to excite me.  My mouth began to water at the thought of tasting each of the delicate, dark nubs.  I kissed her neck as I gently brushed her nipple with the tip of my thumb and her breath caught.  I repeated the move on her other breast and she grabbed my hand.

      “Baby…”  She closed her eyes.  “Please…don’t…”

      I was confused.  Her mouth was saying no, but her body was screaming yes.  I pulled her to me and her body began to tremble.  Another definite sign her words and actions weren’t in sync.

      “I understand if you’re not ready to make love.”

      “I…can…you…”

      I felt like a rocket about to lift off that had suddenly been grounded.  I let go of my grasp around her and started to walk away…but was stopped when she grabbed my hand.  I looked at her and those hypnotic dark eyes and sexy pout were staring at me.  “What?”

      “Would you touch me like that again?”

      She caught me off guard.  Seems she discovered something she liked.  “Like what?  I want you to tell me what you want.”

      “I like it when you kiss me and,” she took my thumb and brushed it along her nipple.  The sexy hum was music to my ears.  I kissed her and moved my mouth across her cheek to her ear.

      “Tell me what you want.”

      She grabbed my face and looked at me.  “I want you to make love to me.”  She smiled.

      I picked her up, placed her on the bed, took my robe off and joined her.  I teased her lips with the tip of my tongue, before covering her mouth with a gentle kiss.  Her reaction wasn’t what I expected.  She became aggressive.   I was trying to take things slow, but she was making it difficult.

      She dragged her hand along my back, and I tried to tell my body to calm down, but the feel of her delicate, hot hands along my skin made that nearly impossible.  I desperately wanted to bury myself deep inside her, with her cries of pleasure as the background to our lovemaking.

      Instead, I removed her hands and pinned them above her head.  I leaned over her.  “You’re beautiful and I want to make love to you for as long as you will let me.”

      I brushed my tongue along her bottom lip, down her chin, along her neck, before kissing a trail down her breastbone.  My mouth traveled further down the center of her body and her breathing grew more labored.   I cupped one of her breasts in my hand enjoying the weight of the beautiful orb.  I lifted it to my mouth, laved my tongue around the juicy dark center, and watched as she grew more agitated as my tongue taunted her hard nipple, and she arched up into my mouth.

      “Baby, please…,” she moaned.   I gently pinched her other nipple and grew more excited as she came undone.    “Baby, I want…,” she hummed.

      I continued making love to her breasts and suddenly her body began to shake.  I grabbed one of her nipples between my teeth and a wave of pleasure rolled across her body and she crashed against the pillows.

      I wiped her temple, and she slowly opened her eyes.  “You’re beautiful.”

      She took my hand, placed it on top of her swollen breast and softly uttered one word, “More.”

      Lying against the white pillows, she looked like a sensuous gift waiting to be unwrapped. I untied the ribbons at the sides of her white lace knickers, and pulled the lace back, revealing her beautiful dark curls.  I eased up to her ear and whispered, “My desire is to please you.”  Those simple words brought a wicked smile to her lips.

      She pulled my face down to hers, slid her tongue inside my mouth and kissed me hard. My hand glided down her body, teasing every inch of her.  The heat from her body amplified the sensuous aroma of her parfum and caused a reaction I had never experienced.  I didn’t want to wait.  I wanted to be deep inside the valley of dark curls.   My body stiffened, and I looked at those dark eyes and remembered her words, “I don’t know what I like.”  I had to find that answer if we both were going to enjoy this.

      She brushed her delicate hand across my chest and I was almost done.  I kissed her harder as my hand eased up the inside of her smooth thick thigh and she moaned.  My fingers journeyed further up and she began to writhe and shake.  I continued deeper inside her core and she started to come undone.  She grabbed the sheet and her body continued to give in to the pleasure my fingers were bringing her.

      I buried my tongue deep inside her mouth, mimicking the rhythm of my fingers inside her.  Her hot silky skin felt good around my fingers.  She pressed her hand on top of mine, guiding me.  “Ba…ba…baby…pl…please…”

      I buried my fingers deeper inside her slick, warm core, and her body began to shake and dance.  It was very arousing watching her like this.  This orgasm was more intense than the last one.  I gently bit down on one of her nipples. She cried out and fell against the white sheets, trembling and breathing hard.  I slowly removed my fingers and she gasped.

      I eased up to her ear and whispered, “I know what I want.”

      She slowly opened her eyes and through deep breaths asked, “What do you want?”

      “I want to be one with you.”

      The moment I saw her naked, I told my mind to relax while telling my body not to be selfish.  I wanted her to be served first.  I wanted her to be fully sated and excited to do the same for me.  I lifted her legs and wrapped them around my waist.  When the heat from her thighs touched my skin, my body stiffened.  My excitement and need to be one with her was off the chart.  Her body was writhing and pushing into mine.  I didn’t want to hurt her, but I knew that was inevitable.

      I started our ride and she flinched, but I couldn’t stop.  I brushed the side of her face and kissed her. I hoped the kiss would distract her from the discomfort this first time would cause.  She closed her eyes and I felt her body tense.  It felt like I was in a vise grip.  I needed her to relax.

      “Beautiful, look at me.”  She slowly opened her eyes.  “Relax…let your body take over.”  She bit her bottom lip and nodded.

      She cupped my face in her hands and kissed me.  Her kiss started out gentle but then it turned into something fierce and demanding.  She plunged her tongue deep inside my mouth as she eased her hands down my shoulders.  Before I knew it, her hands were on my behind and she was pushing me deep inside her.  Oh God, she felt good.  I started moving again, trying to keep up with her.

      “Harder baby,” she demanded.

      She arched her body against my hips, followed by a steady rocking.  The intense friction and the sound of her giving in to her pleasure, were music to my ears.  I grabbed those sexy lips in between mine, kissing her harder.  I felt myself coming apart.  I couldn’t come yet, not before Alex.

      “Come on baby…I need you to…”  I tried to slow down, be gentle and let her ease into her orgasm, but my body said otherwise.  Suddenly, I felt her tighten.

      “Moses, I’m…”

      The closer she got, the more aggressive she became, digging her fingers into my skin pushing me into her.  I couldn’t hold on much longer.  I brushed my tongue across her hard nipple and she exploded.  The sound of her enjoying her orgasm pushed me over the edge.

      The intensity of being one with her was overwhelming.  I’d never experienced an orgasm so powerful.  Breathing hard, I dropped my head onto her shoulder.   A few moments later, I tried to move, but her legs were still wrapped around me.

      “Not yet.”  She smiled and wiped the sweat on the sides of my face.  She cupped my face and kissed me.  “I think I know what I like.”

      “So do I.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Bas

      

      I CAN’T BELIEVE I’VE BEEN with one woman this long.  What’s even harder to believe is that I’m considering marriage.  I never really saw myself as a married man.  However, when God sends the right woman, it instantly goes from being about you, to about her and your future.

      I can honestly say, before getting involved with Kendell, my life was nice, but it was lacking something.  I wasn’t quite sure what it was, until I opened myself up to her.

      She’s not looking for the showy, flashy guy.  She sees the real me.  The guy who loves to cook, and cares about his family and friends.  The guy who’s no longer afraid of commitment.  Now, if I could only get her to talk about marriage.

      I’ve tried talking to her about marriage and every time I do, she quickly recites her patented response, “It’s too soon.”  We’ve been together almost two years.  When will it not be too soon?

      While Moses was picking out wedding bands for himself and Alex, I saw the perfect engagement ring, an oval diamond set on a platinum pave band.  It was simple, but it looked like Kendell.  I asked Henry to hold it for me.

      Maybe it’s being around all these happy couples, but it would be a great way to cap off this impromptu trip.  What a story that would be for our kids, “Mom and Dad went to Aunt Alex’s surprise wedding and came back engaged.”  Could I sound any more like a woman?

      I looked up and saw Miss Connie smiling at me.  “What’s going on?”

      “I was just wondering if you needed me and Emma to help you with anything.”

      “What are you talking about?” I smiled.

      “I recognize that look.”

      “What look?”

      “It’s the same one Moses had when I asked him if he was in love with Alex.”

      I stood up and walked over to the counter and poured another cup of coffee.  “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”  I took a long sip and refused to look at her.  I heard her walk over and stop next to me.

      “Sebastian, look at me.” Miss Connie is like a mother to me, so when she gives me an order, I do it.  I turned and met her gaze.  She cupped my face in her hands.  “You love her?”  I nodded.  “Then ask her.”

      “I’ve tried to, but…”

      “Try again.”

      “You think I should?”

      “I’m going to ask you the same thing I asked Moses.  Do you love her or are you in love with her?”

      “I love her and I believe we can be happy together.”

      “That’s not what I asked.  If you aren’t in love with her, then don’t do it.”

      I looked at her with a half smile sitting on my face.  “Do what?”

      “Henry told Emma and me that you put a ring on hold.”

      “Yes, but that doesn’t…”

      “I met Alex’s father at a wedding and you see how that turned out.”  We laughed.

      “Miss Connie…”

      “I may not have given birth to you, but you’re my son.  I want you to be happy, but I also don’t think you should rush into something.  A lot of people rush into marriage because they feel it’s the next step.  Or, they get caught up in the moment at another wedding.”

      “I don’t think I’m rushing.  I’ve never felt like this about a woman.”

      “So you think it’s love?”

      I hesitated.  “Yes.”  She nodded.  “What does that look mean?”

      “It means I think you and Kendell need to talk.”

      “I’ve tried, but she keeps saying it’s too soon.”

      “Then maybe she’s not ready.”

      “It’s not like I’m suggesting we get married tomorrow.  I just want to know…”

      “She’s my niece and I love her, but she’s had some challenges when it comes to men.”

      “I told her I wasn’t like the other men.  I’m not trying to…”

      “I haven’t seen her this happy in quite a while, and I like how this relationship has affected you.”

      “I haven’t changed, that much.”  My joke was pathetic and transparent.

      “I didn’t say you changed.  I think she’s allowed the real you to shine.”

      “And that’s a good thing…right?”

      “It can be, at the right time…with the right person.”

      “So you think marriage is too soon?”

      “I didn’t say that, but I do think she’s scared.”

      “Of me?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you did what the other men didn’t.”

      “Which was?”

      “You fell in love with her.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “The others said it, but they never showed it.”  She covered my hand.  “Talk to her before you do something that will break your heart.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      Alex

      

      I SLOWLY OPENED MY EYES and saw I was naked.  I pulled the sheet up and looked around the room.  It was just as beautiful in the daylight as it was last night by candlelight.  As I raked my fingers through my hair, I  noticed I was alone.

      I looked to my right and held up my hand to block out the bright sunlight.  When my eyes adjusted, I noticed my husband was standing outside on the patio.  His tall, muscular frame uncovered from the waist up, sent my mind back to last night, remembering how sweet and spicy his skin tasted.  I immediately felt a smile on my face, thinking about some of the things we did last night and this morning.

      I think we finally fell asleep just before the sun came up.  That last time wore us both out.  I’m glad Moses didn’t let me see him until after the first time we made love.  Otherwise, we may not have had the amazing night and morning we had.  He truly is an abundant blessing from God.  My first husband was physically impressive.  However, he in no way compares to the physicality of Moses.  Being with him is like being with a gladiator.  My God, his body is incredible.  Looking at him, I’m surprised I was able to handle…

      I leaned to the right looking for my robe and slippers, but I didn’t see either.  I climbed out of bed and could barely stand up.  I took my time walking to the bathroom.  I didn’t stop to look at myself.  I needed to empty my bladder.  I walked back to the sink, washed my hands and looked in the mirror.  I felt sexy and beautiful in spite of a serious case of bedhead.

      I brushed my teeth, washed my face, and dragged the comb through my hair.  My entire body ached.  I needed a cup of coffee, a couple of pain killers, and a kiss from my husband.  I started back to the bedroom and saw my robe hanging on the hook.  I pulled it down and slipped it on.  Now, if I only knew where my slippers were.

      I walked out to the patio, eased up behind Moses and wrapped my hands around his waist.  His skin was soft and he smelled like tobacco, musk and exotic spices.  I kissed his back and rested my head against his back.  He lifted my hands to his mouth and kissed them before covering them with his hand.

      “Good morning, Beautiful.”

      “Good morning, Handsome.”

      He turned around and kissed me.  “I’ve been waiting for that.”  He kissed me again.  “Coffee?”

      “Yes.”  He handed me his cup and I took a long sip.  “That’s good.”  He wrapped his arms around me and pulled me close.  “How long have you been up?”

      “A couple of hours.”

      “Why didn’t you wake me?”

      “Because you needed the rest.”  He brushed his lips against mine.

      “But I wanted us to have breakfast together.”  I took another sip from the large mug.  “Did you eat?”

      “I had some fruit.”

      “And…”

      “That’s it.  I was waiting on you.”  He kissed me again.

      I placed the cup on the table, wrapped my arms around his neck and crushed my lips against his, kissing him like we did last night. I pressed my body against his, forgetting how sore my breasts were.  He lifted me up, gently placed me on the table and pushed his hips between my legs.  How could I be so frisky already?  We spent all night and most of the morning making love, and yet, I was sitting on the table eager for him to make love to me.

      He pulled back and brushed his finger along my bottom lip.  “That was nice.”  I smiled.

      “Nice…” He hummed and nodded.

      I felt a gentle tug on my belt.  I looked up and those incredible light brown eyes were black and that sweet smile that greeted me just minutes ago, had been replaced with a wolfish grin.  He opened my robe, cupped one of my breasts in his hand and a deep moan escaped me as his finger brushed against my hard nipple.   Then he took my mouth in a deep, hard kiss.  The feel of his tongue exploring and mating with mine, was exciting.  His hand continued to make love to my breast.  It was a mix of pain and pleasure.  I didn’t want him to stop.  I could barely breathe as I held on to the edge of the table with trembling arms.

      He eased my robe down, placed a hot kiss on my shoulder and moved his mouth up my neck to my trigger spot behind my ear.  When his lips connected with that delicate spot, my breath caught.  I eased my hands around his waist, down the inside of his pyjama bottoms groping his tight behind.

      “What do you want for breakfast?” he asked.

      I was on the verge of being served some steaming hot chocolate.  “Uhmmm…”

      He brushed his lips across mine as he teased my nipple.  “Tell me what you want.”

      “I want…I want…”  I tried to swallow.

      He kissed the wet spot between my breasts and I tossed my head back, moaning.  He took one of my hard peaks in between his thumb and forefinger, pulling and tweaking.  I knew what I wanted for breakfast, but I couldn’t get the words out.  He laved his tongue across my neglected breast and I almost came undone.  Oh man, this…he uhm…I felt a wave of pleasure starting to rise.

      I lifted his face and looked into those gorgeous black eyes.  “I…”

      “I know what I want.”  His large fingers traveled the length of my body to that warm place reserved for him and I gasped hard.  His fingers inched closer to my sweet spot.  “What…do…you…want…for…breakfast?” he asked as his fingers continued to tease me.

      I swallowed hard and looked at him.  “Get naked.”

      He removed his fingers, leaned back and looked at me with a wicked smile.  “Excuse me?”

      It was my new aggressive personality.  I leaned back on my hands and repeated my order.  “Get…naked.”

      He stepped back and I watched as his large hands untied the drawstring on his white silk pajama bottoms.  My eyes followed the luxurious fabric as he pushed it down his hips before landing on the cement deck.

      My breath caught as my eyes traveled the length of his beautiful, hard,  dark chocolate body.  My God, he’s incredible…legs like large sculpted tree trunks.  A chest like carved, solid marble.  My eyes stopped mid way up his body, and I almost exploded just looking at him.

      “Will there be anything else?” he asked.

      I tilted my head, licked my lips and beckoned for him to come closer with my finger.  He stepped to the edge of the table and I dragged my finger along the center of his chest, past his navel, grabbed him, and his breath caught.

      “I want you for breakfast.”

      “I think I can handle that request.”

      He stepped closer, pulled me to the edge of the table, slid inside me, and served up a rhythm that led to an orgasm so powerful, I collapsed against the table taking him with me.
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      It’s beautiful out here.  I got deeper into Moses’ side and wrapped my arms around him.

      “Are you warm enough?” he asked.

      “Yes.”  I squeezed him tighter.  “It’s so quiet.”

      “That’s why I bought it.  It’s the perfect place to think, pray and yell.”

      I sat up.  “Yell?”

      “Yes.  Haven’t you ever just gotten so angry with God that you yelled at Him?”

      I searched my mind for an answer.  The only time I remember being that bold with God, was when Moses left me.  The thought of his not being in my life was painful.  I closed my eyes trying to shake off the bad memory.  “Uhm...”  I felt a tear trying to surface.

      “Baby, I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean to upset you.”  He gently brushed the tear rolling down my face.  “Come here.”  He pulled me back to his side.  “I’m sorry, I’m sure you’ve probably yelled at God a few times.”

      “Actually, it was Him doing the yelling.”

      “When?”

      “When you left me.”

      “I thought it would have been when your son...”

      “No, when Terrence died, I was more sad than angry.”  I sat up.  “When you left, God and I had quite a few yelling matches.  Neither of us was willing to give in.  After a few weeks of barely sleeping, I realized He was right.  And so were you.”

      “Me?”

      “I didn’t want you to leave, but I understood why you left.  I didn’t mean to hurt you.  It’s just...I had been waiting so long for Terry to apologize and when he did, it...”

      “Confused you?”

      “No, it shocked me.  He was finally owning up to his choice.  God showed me that being married to him wasn’t His best for me.  For years, I wondered why Terry never contacted me.  He knew where I was.”  I looked into those light brown eyes reflecting love.  “The bottom line is, he didn’t want to.”  I inhaled.  “After God and I patched things up, He reminded me of something I had asked for.”

      “A man like me,” he teased.

      I smiled and tucked my hair behind my ear.  “I told God if marriage was part of His plan for me, then He needed to prepare me…emotionally, spiritually and financially.”  I chuckled.  “He went way above what I asked for.  All the emotional scars I was hiding were exposed, which led me to get closer to Him.  And I told Him I wanted to be completely debt free.  I refused to have my husband take on my debt.”

      “Is that why you didn’t want me to pay off the house?”

      I nodded.  “I didn’t want to be a liability.  It’s important that I carry my weight in our relationship.”  I blinked and felt tears trying to come.  “I meant what I said in my vows, I’m sorry it took me so long to get ready.  I fell in love with you that weekend in New York, but I was too scared to tell you.”  He gently kissed me.  “Please forgive me.”

      “No.”

      I just bore my soul and he said no. “Excuse me?”

      “I can’t forgive you because you weren’t the only one not ready.  Neither was I.  I needed that time to completely get over Natalie and Allegra.  I didn’t realize I was still hurting, and when it looked like you were torn between me and your ex, I couldn’t handle it.  I came here and God and I had a few days of yelling.  When He finished with me, it felt like I had just gone twelve rounds with Mike Tyson.  He kicked my butt good.  Then He told me why He wouldn’t allow me to stay and fight for you.”

      “Why?”

      “In order for us to make it as a team, you needed to finish it.  I didn’t understand what ‘it’ was, but hearing your confession, I understand.  You needed to get closure and if I stayed, that wouldn’t have happened.”

      “Is that what you think?” I smiled.

      “Baby, I would have been all up in your business.”  He laughed.  “As it is, I called Bas everyday to see how you were doing.”

      “What?”

      “And after Mom Connie had lunch with me, she called every other day to check on me.  She’d say, ‘Son, I’m praying for you. Hold on, she’s almost ready.’”  He stroked the side of my face.  “I can’t forgive you, because neither of us was wrong.   We just weren’t ready.”

      

      Kendell

      

      “I STILL CAN’T BELIEVE YOU’RE married.”  I smiled.

      “Me either.”  She smiled and sipped her wine.

      “What happened?  I remember you saying you were never getting married again.”

      She dabbed the sides of her mouth.  “Jason.  It wasn’t so much I was anti marriage.  I could have been married several times.  I just didn’t see how it was going to enhance my life…until Jason.  He was the only man to show me where I fit into his life.”

      “I don’t understand.”  I sipped my wine.

      “He laid it all out.  He showed me how my being in his life affected him and Zach.  Then he showed me how he had impacted my life.  When he finished, I had to admit he was right.”

      “You’re kidding.” I laughed.

      “No.  I think the thing I like the most, is that he didn’t mention his son until he was sure where we were headed.  Then he allowed Zach and me to develop our own relationship.”  She started laughing.  “Girl, I did carpool, PTA, cheered him at baseball, parent teacher conferences, chaperoned dates and secretly gave him driving lessons.”

      “Are you kidding?”

      “Zach and I had a great time getting to know each other.  Then Jason sat us both down and made it clear he was trusting me to discipline Zach.”

      “What?”

      “I think what really confirmed that he trusted me with Zach, was when he got sick at school and Jason asked me to pick him up.”  She shook her head smiling.  “I forgot Zach goes to an all boys school.”

      “Oh no.  What were you wearing?”  I know how my cousin dresses and even on her most professional day, she’s likely to have on something not considered “mommy appropriate.”

      “A little Alaia mini that highlighted every curve.  Girl, I got cat called by a bunch of horny teenage boys.”  We laughed.

      “What did you do?”

      “I held my head high and owned it.”  She laughed harder.  “I was voted unofficial homecoming queen.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “Yes.  Needless to say, that didn’t go over too well with the PTA, but it made me a hit with my son.”

      “Your son?”

      “I know, I’m still wrapping my head around that.  I have a teenage son.”  She took another sip from her glass.  “So how are things with you and Bas?  I’m surprised you two aren’t engaged”

      I scratched the top of my head and sighed.  “He keeps trying to bring up marriage.”

      “And that’s a bad thing?” she asked.

      “It is, if you’re not sure.”

      “What do you mean?  Being a wife and mother is all you’ve talked about.  What changed?”

      I shrugged my shoulders.  “Me, I guess.”

      “You…that’s a bunch of crap.  What’s the real reason?”

      “I’m not sure if I can trust him.”

      “What do you mean?  This is Bas we’re talking about, not one of those losers you normally…no offense.”

      “None taken, and you’re right.  He’s not like any other man I’ve been with,  he’s…his reputation…”

      “I remember someone calling me at the crack of dawn telling me how surprised they were to discover he’s a regular guy.”

      “I know.”

      “So, what changed?”

      “Maybe it’s all of this with Alex.”

      “Alex…what does she have to do with it?”

      “Did you know she was seeing someone?”

      “No.”

      “Bas did and he didn’t tell me.”

      “So.”

      “Don’t you think it’s strange he didn’t say anything to me?”

      “No.” My mouth dropped open.  “Wait a minute. Is that the reason for the apprehension or attitude change?”

      “Yeah…how can I trust a man that doesn’t trust me?”

      “Did you ask him why he didn’t say anything to you about Alex and Moses?”

      “He said she asked him not to.”

      “So, what’s the problem?”

      “I’m his girlfriend…”

      “Exactly.  Honey, I’d have a problem with anyone I confided in that would betray me.  It’s the same as you asking me not to tell anyone about you and Bas.”

      “That’s different.”

      “Is it?  I knew long before you told the other girls, and I never said anything.  Not even when Bas and Alex were in Atlanta.”

      “But—”

      “But, nothing.  If you don’t want to marry him, then tell him.  Let him go and find someone that does.”  She finished her wine.  “I’ll say this, whoever gets Bas, is going to get a wonderful husband.  If he’d been a little younger and richer, I may have gone out with him.”  She laughed.

      “Moses is rich.”

      “Yes he is.  He’s also way too old and settled for me.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Moses is the perfect guy for Alex.  He wanted someone to give the fairytale to and Alex wanted a fairytale.  That’s why I introduced them to each other.”

      “What?”

      “Don’t make this about Alex.  If you have doubts or questions about your relationship, then talk to your boyfriend.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      Alex

      

      “WE’RE BACK,” MOSES SHOUTED.  We walked inside the house looking for everyone, but there was no answer.  He shouted again, “We’re back.”  Still no answer. “I’ll check upstairs, and you check down here.”

      He went up stairs, and I started searching the first floor.  I walked down the hall towards the parlor and heard voices.  I stood in the doorway for a few moments.

      “Grams, be careful, my mother likes to make up words.”

      They looked up. “Baby girl.”  Mama jumped up and hugged and kissed me.

      “Hi, Mama.”

      Grams smiled, walked over and hugged me. “Hello Alexandra.”

      “Hi Grams.”

      “Sweetheart where’s Moses?” Mama asked.

      “You mean my husband,” I asked smiling. “He went upstairs.  It was so quiet, we weren’t sure anyone was home.”

      “Sit down.”  Grams insisted.

      I had started to sit, when I heard heavy footsteps coming down the hall towards the parlor.  Moses stepped into the parlor.

      “What’s going on?”

      Both women looked in the direction of the deep, familiar voice.

      “Moses,” Grams’ smile got wider.

      “Hi, son,” Mama said.

      “Hi, Grams. Hi, Mom Connie.” He walked over and hugged and kissed both of them before standing next to me.  I felt his hand land on my behind as he stood next to me. We looked like two grinning fools. “Where is everyone?”

      “The kids went to lunch. They thought you weren’t coming back until later this afternoon,” Grams answered.  “And I’m not sure where Otis and Naomi went.  It’s their day off.”

      “Do you want to go meet up with everyone for dessert?” I asked.

      “No, I’ve got a lot of packing to do.  Maybe we’ll take them to dinner tonight.”

      “Connie and I thought we’d have a small family gathering tonight.”

      “Sounds good to me,” Moses looked at me. “What about you, Mrs. Adair?”

      “That’s fine with me, Mr. Adair.”
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      Moses walked me to my room on the second floor, so I could get my things and move up to his room.  “Here you are, Mrs. Adair.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Adair.”  I stopped in front of the closed door.

      “May I come in?” Capping his question off with a soft kiss on my lips.

      “No, you may not.”

      He looked a little surprised by my answer.  “But we’re married.”  He gently grazed my breast with the tip of his finger and a surge of heat traveled the length of my body.  I shifted a little and he repeated the move.  He lowered his mouth to my ear and the smell of his cologne drew me closer into his space.  “Are you sure I can’t come, inside?”

      I looked at him, and I wasn’t sure which inside he was referring to.  I cleared my throat and answered his question.  “This is a single girl’s room.”

      He gently grabbed my earlobe between his teeth and my body started to react.  I felt hot and tingly.   He followed up my response with a simple question.  “A single girl’s room?”

      As the words floated off his lips and landed in my ear, I was done.  I was ready to pull him inside the room and beg him to do that finger thing.  I splayed my hand against his chest, and pushed him back.  I quickly remembered we weren’t alone.  This wasn’t our cottage, where we were free to do whatever, wherever we wanted to.

      He lowered my hands, completely ignoring my weak attempt to push him away.  He gently stroked my arm and grazed the side of my breast again.  I bit my lower lip and tried not to give in to my body.  He pulled me close caressing my behind as he kissed me hard.  Trading soft moans, my excitement level began to rise.

      He moved his mouth across my cheek down my neck before resting in the damp spot between my breasts.  I tossed my head back enjoying every second of this passionate exchange.   “Ba…baby…,”  I managed to get a word out of my mouth.  I tried again.  “Baby…”  His mouth moved lower into my bosom and I envisioned his lips kissing every inch of my naked body.   He blew warm air into the damp space and suddenly my bra felt tight and my breasts wanted attention.  I reached for his hand and placed it on my breast.  “Please, baby,” I begged.

      “Changed your mind?”  He gently caressed my breast until it was so swollen, I could barely stand to have anything touching it, but his hand.  I leaned up against the door to keep from falling.  He seductively whispered, “Let’s go inside.”

      My eyes were closed and my head was full of all the decadent things we’d done over the past few days, and all I could think about was how good he’d feel guiding us into ecstasy.  I covered his hand as it made love to my breast.  It was becoming more difficult to breath.  His hand glided down my stomach to the button on my pants and I grabbed it.

      “No, baby. This is a good single girl’s room.”

      “And what are you?” he whispered.

      I swallowed hard and slowly opened my eyes.  “I’m a good bad girl married to a good bad boy.”

      “That’s right and don’t you forget it.”  He kissed me again and we pulled apart.  He opened the door, I turned and walked inside, and he patted me on the behind.

      “Watch it.”

      “I am.”

      I walked inside, closed the door and leaned against the door, collecting myself.  I looked around the room and noticed a small black box with a bright pink ribbon sitting on the bed.  I picked it up and there was a simple white card with my name on it.  I opened the box and inside was a key.  I knew it was from Moses.  I went into the closet, but it was empty.  Upon a closer look, I noticed all of my things were gone.

      I walked back into the hall, but Moses was gone.  I walked down the hall and rode the elevator up to the top floor.  When the elevator stopped, I got out and walked down the hall to Moses’ room.  I knocked on the open door and waited for him to notice me.  A few moments later he looked up and smiled.

      “Hey, Beautiful.  Why are you knocking?”  I walked in and looked around the room.

      “My things are gone.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “All of my things are gone and this was on the bed.”  I showed him the box.

      “What’s that?”

      “A key.”

      “To what?”

      “You tell me.”

      “Honey, I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      I followed him into his closet, looked around and thought, we are going to need a bigger house to store both our wardrobes.

      “Uhm…my things appear to be missing and my suitcase and wedding gown aren’t downstairs?” I asked.

      “Did you look in your closet,” he replied nonchalantly.  He walked back into the bedroom with an armful of clothes.

      “Honey, your little joke is cute, but there was nothing in the closet.”  Then it occurred to me that was what the key was for.  I followed him back into his closet. “Baby, where are my clothes?”

      He turned and faced me.  “I told you, they’re in your closet.”

      I know we’re not about to fight over something so trivial.  I stood blocking the door way with my arms folded in front of me.  “This isn’t funny.”

      “Did you try looking in another room?”

      “What?”

      “Okay, here’s a clue.  Your things are in your closet.  You just need to find the closet.”

      “Are you serious?”

      He kissed me.  “Yes.”

      “Fine, I’ll ask Grams.” I walked out and went downstairs.  Grams and Mama were still in the parlor.  “Excuse me, Grams.  Do you know what room this belongs to?” I handed her the key.

      She looked at it, then at Mama and back at me.  “Yes.”

      “Please tell me. Because Moses says that’s where he put my things.”

      She stood up.  “Come with me.”  We walked down the hall, past Moses’ office and the kitchen.

      “Grams, where are we going?  He said the key belongs to the room where my things are.”

      “That’s where we’re going.”

      I looked at Mama and she had a blank look on her face.  We continued the short walk outside and next door.  We stopped at the black antique arched wood and glass door.  Grams inserted the key in the lock, turned the knob and walked inside. She turned the light switch on and Moses was standing in the middle of the room with a sign that read, Welcome Home. I covered my mouth with my hands.  “Baby, what did you do?”

      “I see you found out what door the key opens.”  I felt tears starting to come as I nodded my head.  He put the sign down and took my hand.  “Let’s see if we can find your things.”

      I followed him to the elevator and rode up to the top floor.  We exited and he took my hand and led me down the hall to a closed door.  He pushed the door open and we walked inside.  I walked around admiring the space, and in the closet were my other clothes and my wedding gown. I turned around and he was standing in the doorway.  I looked to his left and saw another familiar item.  “My suitcase.”

      “I told you it was in your closet.”  He smiled.

      “I don’t understand?”

      “We needed a place to live.”

      “But…I thought…what about…,” I couldn’t formulate a sentence.  I ran over and threw my arms around his neck and kissed him.

      “May we come in?” Grams asked.

      We pulled apart.  “Yes.”

      “Surprise,” Mama said.  “Do you like it?”

      “It’s beautiful.”  My head was spinning.

      Moses took my hand and gave me a tour.  It was so much to take in.  The house was identical to Grams’.  I stood at the kitchen counter thinking about our life here, and the meals we would eat, and the conversations we would have.  It felt like home…our home.

      “We’re going to leave you two alone,” Grams announced.

      I walked over and hugged her and Mama. “Thank you both for everything.”

      “You’re welcome, baby.”  Mama brushed the side of my face.  “He loves you, a lot.”

      “I know.”  She kissed me on the forehead.

      They walked out the back door, and I turned to Moses.  He walked toward me, wrapped his arms around me, and kissed me like he did a few minutes ago.  I broke the kiss.  “When did you…”

      “I bought this place right after I bought the ring.”

      I stroked the side of his face. “You were that sure we’d be together?”

      “Yes.  You like it?”

      “I love it.”  He picked me up and spun me around.

      

      Taylor

      

      “WE HAVEN’T HAD A CHANCE to talk.”  I looked at my cousin as we walked down the quiet Upper Eastside street.

      “I know, and I’m sorry.”

      “When…how…I didn’t think you two hit it off.  What happened?”

      Her smile covered her face.  She looked the happiest I’d seen her in years.  “I was on my way to Atlanta and I bumped into him at the airport.”

      “You’re kidding!”

      “No.  I was on my way to check on the store.  There was this annoying woman who wanted me to sit next to her.  He walked up and said he was my fiancé.  He tricked me into coming to New York and here we are.”

      “That story has more holes than fine Swiss cheese.”  We laughed.  “I don’t want the story you’re telling everyone.  I want the real story.”

      “That is the real story, except for the part where he kissed me and I ran away.”

      “Was the kiss that bad, that you had to run away?” I teased.

      “No.  It was that good.”  She tucked a loose hair behind her ear.  “When we met at the party, he had me.  Then he mentioned Natalie.”

      “Ah, the first Mrs. Adair.”  I nodded.

      “The way he talked about her, I thought she was alive and that he was a cheating husband.”

      “He didn’t tell you about her?”

      “Not until the airport.  I couldn’t get him out of my mind the entire weekend of the opening.”

      “You had it bad.” I smiled.

      “We talked and he explained everything and I was ruined for any other man.”

      “So why did you run?”

      “It was something his grandmother said.”

      “Grams is a piece of work, but she loves Moses and is very protective.”

      “Exactly.  She said she didn’t know what I’d done to him, but if I wanted this relationship, I needed to leave and wait for him.  She told me to take some time, think and be prepared for him to come after me.”

      “She did?” I was surprised at her statement.

      “When I got home, he was there.”

      “Wait a minute.  That’s why she called me.”

      “Who?”

      “Miss Emma.”

      “She called you.  When?”

      “It was probably a couple of months or so after the opening.  She wanted to know about you.”

      “That’s interesting.”  We walked in the park and sat down on a bench.

      “That’s why you didn’t want to go out with Levi…you were seeing Moses.”

      She smiled.  “He stayed over a month.”

      “And the girls didn’t know?  How did you pull that off?”

      “We had a lot of secret dates.  Bas and Mama covered for me at the store.”

      “I can’t believe this.”

      “I was going to tell everyone after the holidays, but we had a huge fight and…”  She dropped her head.  “He left me.”

      “What?”

      “He had been helping me with all that Terrence drama.  Then Terrence sent my wedding ring back begging me to take him back.  Moses saw it, got angry and told me to call him once I’d made a decision.”

      “You had better be glad I didn’t know about this, because I would have walked to California and slapped you.  Alex, why didn’t you call me?”

      “I don’t know.”  She got quiet and I saw a tear escape the corner of her eye.  “I…uhm…I tried to be mad with Moses, but I couldn’t.  He was right to leave me.”  She looked at me and I saw the tears waiting to fall.

      “So, what happened?”

      She sniffled. “I got yours and Chloe’s letters…and one from Terrence.”

      “What?”

      “He finally let me go and said Moses was very blessed to have me, and he hoped to find someone that would love him, like Moses loved me.”

      “Wow,” I started crying.  “When was this?”

      “The Tuesday before we were married.”

      “What?”

      “After I read his letter, I got on the first plane here and begged Moses to take me back and he didn’t.”

      I wiped my eyes.  “Wait a minute.  I was just at your wedding.  What happened?”

      “We had a huge fight and this time I left.  When I got to the airport, he was there.  Girl, we stood in the middle of the lounge arguing and then I left him.  I didn’t realize the plane my uncle booked to take me home, belonged to me.”

      “You just lost me.”

      Her smile was back.  “Moses bought the plane as an engagement gift.”

      “Wait a minute!  Are you telling me the plane that picked Jason and me up belongs to you?”  She nodded.  “And you didn’t know…I’m confused.”

      “Turns out he bought the plane after we got serious.  When I got on the plane, there was a note from him apologizing and begging me to take him back.  I ran off the plane, went inside and we stood in the terminal making up.  When we were in the air a little while, he proposed and we came back here.”

      “That’s some story.”  I leaned back against the bench with my mouth open.  “You can’t tell anyone that story, they’ll never believe you.”

      “I know.  It happened to me and I still have a hard time believing it, but it’s the truth.”

      I sat up and looked around.  “Okay, between you and me, how was it the other night?” I smiled.

      A huge smile appeared on her face and I swear she was blushing.  She cleared her throat.  “I’m not tellin’.”

      “Chick, I introduced you.  I want details.”

      “I’ll say this.  The first time I was married for three and a half weeks and it took my ex all that time to get near my joy spot and that was with me giving him directions.”

      “That doesn’t tell me anything.”

      “Let’s just say, Moses didn’t need a GPS the first time to find the Promised Land.”  We laughed.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      Alex

      

      WHAT THE CRAP!  WE HAVE a lot to do when we get back.  I need a new driver’s license; and we need to convert the guest room into an office for Moses.  I sleep in a queen size bed, and my husband is definitely king size.  And, I’m pretty sure he won’t fit in my car.  Come to think of it, every time we went out, it was in his rental car.   I need to call a car service to pick us up.  And Mama, what am I going to do about her?  How could I be so selfish and forget about her?

      In all of our hurrying and planning we forgot about what to do next.  What was I thinking?  I knew there was a reason we needed more time before getting married.

      I went upstairs looking for Moses.  “Honey,” I called out.  “Honey, where are you?”  I stood in the middle of the bedroom waiting for him to respond.

      He walked out of his closet with a handful of socks.  “What’s up Beautiful?”

      How can he be so calm…just standing there counting socks like he’s doing inventory at one of my stores.  Doesn’t he realize we just got married and our lives have changed dramatically?  “Honey, it just occurred to me, we’ve got a lot to do when we get back.”

      “Okay, what’s the problem?” He looked up.

      “Can we have a mattress shipped?”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I sleep in a queen sized bed and I’m pretty sure you won’t fit.  And what about Mama…I drove my car to the airport and I know…and you need an office at the house.”  The stress of these and other thoughts were overwhelming me. “I can’t put my mother out on the street.”

      He put the socks down, walked over and rubbed my shoulders.  “Calm down and take a deep breath. First, I already had Bas book a car to pick us up.  Second, Mom Connie told me she rented a place not too far from us.  And if things go well, she’s going to buy it.  She didn’t tell you before the wedding because she didn’t want you to worry about her.  I wanted to talk to you about us buying the house for her.  As far as a bed, we’ll get one when we get back.  But I think for a couple of nights I’ll be okay.”

      “But I want you to be comfortable.  I don’t want you to think you’re…”

      “I’ll be fine as long as you’re there.  And I’m going to rent a car until I decide what kind I want.  I think for the first few weeks we’ll need an SUV because of all the stuff we’ll be picking up to set up house.  Did I forget anything?”

      I felt myself relaxing.  “See, that’s why you’re our team captain.”  I kissed him.“Thank you.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      After dinner, I left Moses to finish packing and I went to our house.  A couple of hours later, I sent Moses a text telling him to come home.  I stood at the window looking down into the garden, watching for Moses.  My heart started racing.  The quiet of the house allowed me to hear every little creek and settling noise.  I heard the door open and close, followed by the beeping of the alarm and familiar footsteps.  The steps grew louder as they got closer to the top floor and then all of a sudden they stopped and a few minutes later they started again.

      I walked over to the doorway and stood waiting for him.  Then out of the darkness, walking up the stairs was the very tall, beautiful, dark chocolate man I married. As he stepped closer, his smile and eyes met mine.  I felt my skin heat up along with a now familiar sensation deep in my core.  I could barely stand up.  My body was trembling, anticipating all the things I wanted him to do to me.

      I bit my bottom lip and tried to suppress my smile.  I really wanted to be his sexy wife, not his virgin bride.  Okay, so technically I wasn’t a virgin when we got married.  Considering how long it had been since my last time, I think I qualified to be called a born again virgin.

      “Welcome home, Baby.”  He stopped at the top step, looked me up and down, and cocked his head to the side.  “I see you got my note.”  Referring to his pajamas.

      He walked over and stopped in front of me and held up the pink card.  “Seems I’ve been invited to a sleepover.”

      “Is that a fact?” I smiled.

      He stepped closer, and the smell of his cologne traveled up my nose, making me a little weak.  Thank God I was leaning in the doorway.  Otherwise, I would have fallen down.  He stepped closer, and the heat from his body surrounded me.

      “Where can I put this?”  He held up his toothbrush.

      “Follow me.”  I took his hand, led him to the bathroom, and pointed to the tall, clear glass on the counter.  “Right here.”

      He plopped his toothbrush into the glass and aimed those gorgeous eyes at me.  When I came up with this whole seductress thing, I convinced myself I was sexy enough to pull it off.  Right now I was  more terrified than excited.

      We stood at opposite sides of the doorway staring at the bed and then back at each other.  “That’s a nice looking bed,” he said.

      He stepped closer, slipped his hands around my waist, kissed my neck and a soft moan escaped my mouth.  His soft lips, inched closer to my ear, and I could barely breath.

      “Tell me what you want.” he whispered.

      My body began revealing my request without my even saying a word.  Just like on our wedding night, my nipples were already speaking volumes.  What I wanted was for him to take me right there.

      I stepped out of his hold, took his hand, and led him to the bed.  I stopped at the side of the bed and picked up the two glasses of champagne.  “Drink this.”

      He took the glass.  “Are you trying to get me drunk?” he teased.

      “Maybe.”  I replied coyly.

      “You don’t need champagne to seduce me.  Looking at you is the only aphrodisiac I need.”  Followed by a slow sip from his glass.  I drank my champagne, and he took my glass and placed it on the tray next to the bed, and stepped closer.  There was barely any space between us.  He gently tucked my hair behind my ear.   “So, from what I remember about sleepovers, there’s no sleeping.”

      “That’s correct.”

      “And if you fell asleep, you suffered the consequence.”

      “That too, is correct.”

      He untied my robe and slowly looked me up and down.  “Is this how you dressed at your sleepovers?”  Referring to the barely there white silk and lace bra, knickers, suspender and stockings I was wearing.

      “I was saving it for our first night at home...I mean, we are at home and...”

      He crushed his mouth against mine kissing me hard.  I could barely breathe, and then I felt his hands slide down my behind.  He pressed me against his hard body, and I could feel how excited he was.  He moved his mouth along my cheek to my ear and whispered, “Welcome home, Baby.”

      He eased me down onto the bed and we spent the rest of the evening christening our new home.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Kendell

      

      THE DOORBELL RANG AND MY heart leapt into my throat.  I was dreading this dinner.  I looked out the peephole and standing on my front porch was the only man I knew loved me, but I wasn’t sure if I could marry him.

      I opened the door and put on my best plastic smile.  “Hey, Honey.”  I leaned forward and kissed him on the cheek.  No response.  I stepped to the side and he walked past me.  He took his jacket off and placed it on the back of the chair, still silent.  “Dinner’s almost ready.”

      He stood at the corner of the island, silent.  I placed the meatloaf on the table along with the bowl of beans and potatoes.  The silence was deafening.

      “Excuse me.”

      He finally said something.  I turned around and he was gone.  A few seconds later, I heard the toilet flush and the water running.

      He came back and we sat down.  He blessed the food, and we sat in silence eating.  I looked at him, and he was looking everywhere but at me.  How are we supposed to talk, if he won’t look at me?  I swallowed the food I was chewing, dabbed the sides of my mouth, and asked the one question I knew would lead to a crap storm.  “So you wanted to talk?”

      He finally looked at me, pushed his plate to the side, wiped his mouth, and placed his napkin on the table.  “Since we got back, I’ve been trying to figure out how to bring this up.”

      “Bring what up?” I asked.

      “Do you want to get married?”  I opened my mouth and he stopped me.  “I ask because every time I bring up the subject, you get a little crazy.”

      “I don’t get crazy.”

      “Yes, you do.  Look, we aren’t going to argue, I just want an answer to my question. Do you want to get married?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      He nodded.  “I see.”  He stood up and I grabbed his wrist.  “Let go of me.”

      “Where are you going?”

      “Anywhere but here.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “It’s simple.  I want to get married, and you don’t.”

      “That’s not what I said.”

      “Not sure is the same as no.”

      “No, it isn’t.”

      “Fine.”  He sat down and folded his arms in front of his chest.  “So, tell me how I misunderstood you.” In that brief moment, he went from being warm and kind to cold and distant.

      “Just because I didn’t say yes, doesn’t mean I don’t want to get married.”  I looked at those beautiful, hypnotic green eyes, searching for the right words.  “I…I’m not…maybe I just need…”

      He stood up.  “I thought you wanted to get married.”

      “I do.”

      “Just not to me.”

      “I didn’t say that.”

      “You didn’t have to.  It’s written all over your face.”

      “That’s not true.”

      “If it wasn’t, you wouldn’t be trying to convince yourself otherwise.”

      “That’s what you think I’m doing?”

      “Yes.  I’m a good man and if you can’t see that, then you’re right, I’m not the one for you.”  He picked up his jacket and left.

      

      Alex

      

      “HONEY, CAN YOU GET THE door?  I’m finishing dinner.”

      “Okay,” Moses yelled back.

      A few moments later, I heard a familiar voice.  I wiped my hands and hurried to the foyer.  Standing there clad in a black Missoni dress and an orange Dior coat, was Chloe.

      “Where’s Alex?”

      “I don’t know who you are, but…”

      “You must be the husband?  Where’d she find you?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Listen here,” she had her finger in Moses’ face.  “I don’t know who you think you are, but there is no way, I’m…”

      “Chloe…”

      She turned to face me.  “Alex.”

      I walked over and stood next to Moses.  He slipped his hand around my waist and I leaned into his side.  “Why are you yelling at my husband?”

      “So, it’s true.  I heard you went and did something insane.”

      “What the—” Moses stepped toward her.

      I jumped in front of him and patted his chest.  “Calm down, Baby.  I’ll handle this.  You go back to work while Chloe and I talk.”  He kissed me and went back to his office.  “Chloe.”  I pointed to the kitchen.

      She waddled into the kitchen and stopped next to the counter, and I followed her.  “Are you insane?  Who is that man?  Honestly, Alex, if you were feeling frisky you could have just hired an escort.”

      “Chloe!”

      “What?  He’s not even your type.”

      “Are you finished?”

      “I have to pee.”  She disappeared to the powder room and came back with more commentary.  “I mean, if it was all about…”

      “Shut up!”

      “Excuse me?”

      “I said, shut up or leave.”  Her mouth dropped open.  She was silent for the first time since she got here.  “Now, is there something you want to ask me?”

      “Who is that man?”

      “That is my husband.”

      “Geez Alex, when I told you to be more like me, I didn’t mean to go do what I did.”

      “I didn’t.”

      “My bad, instead of only knowing him a couple of days, it’s been what, a couple of weeks?”

      “More like sixteen months.”

      “What the crap!  You’ve known this man over a year…who knows…because Kendell didn’t.”

      I nodded.  “So that’s who told you.”

      “Yes, she did.  Imagine my surprise, when I heard my best friend of over twenty years married some strange man who lives with his grandmother.”

      “What else did she say?”

      “She said he wrote a play and his grandmother supports him.”

      “Anything else?”

      She patted her chest.  “Can I have some water?”

      I went to the refrigerator, got a bottle of water and placed it on the counter in front of her.   “Here .” When I let go of the bottle she grabbed my hand.

      “What the crap is that on your finger?”  She held up my left hand eyeing my rings.

      “This is my engagement ring and the diamond bands are the wedding rings.”

      “I see.”  She reached inside her bag and pulled out her jeweler’s loop and started examining the stones.  “Alex, do you have any idea how much money is on your finger?”

      “Not exactly, but I know…”

      “That stone is approximately ten-carats. And it looks like the bands are three carats each, all set in platinum.”  She put the loop down.  “Honey, that ring cost more than this house.”

      “Really.”

      “Why don’t you look surprised? And he’s a writer?”

      “Yes.”

      “Very few writers make that kind of money.  Where did you meet him?”

      “Taylor’s party.”

      “Is that the guy Taylor used to date?”

      “Yes.”

      “The ring isn’t real.”

      “What makes you say that?”

      “Taylor only dates rich men and if he’s that rich, she wouldn’t have let him go.” She declared.  “Forget what I said, you better hope the ring doesn’t turn your finger green.”

      “I didn’t marry him for his money.”

      “Then you’re fine, because he probably doesn’t have any or very little.  I can’t believe I came home for this.  Kendell made it seem like you’d lost your mind, and we needed an emergency Girlfriend Truth Session.  I told her to let me talk to you first.”

      “What?”

      She took a couple of sips of water.  “I heard the wedding was small?”

      “You know everything, so why are you asking me?”

      “I still don’t know why you married him.”

      “I married him because I love him.  He’s everything Terry and Jonathan weren’t.”

      “You’ve always had good taste in men.”  She sipped more water.  “I have to admit though, if I had an itch that needed to be scratched, I’d go against type as well.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Your back or…,”she smirked, “or whatever you want to call it, I mean, him, your scratcher.”

      “Don’t be vulgar.”

      “I’m not.  I’m being honest.  You had an itch that needed to be scratched so you found someone that would…”

      “Stop it.”

      “Hey, I’m just being truthful.  This guy is nothing more than…he’s not even your type.”

      “Yes, he is.”

      She sipped more water.  “No, he isn’t.  You’ve always dated the honey colored brother.  Not the fine, dark chocolate brother.”

      “That’s absurd.  Jonathon was…”

      “Average height, brown skinned and didn’t have the body your scratcher has.”  She sipped more water. “You’re insane.”

      “No, I’m real.  So, what if you wanted a plaything.  I say, enjoy yourself.  Personally, I did the Sugar Mommy thing and look what happened.”  She pointed to her swollen belly.

      “Where do you come up with this stuff?”

      “C’mon Alex, do you really expect anyone to believe this marriage is anything more than an impulsive second marriage to distract you from the crap you went through with Terry?”

      “Shut up or leave.”

      “Fine.  Enough about your gigolo.  But don’t come crying to me when he drains your bank account. Trust me this is going to come back and bite you on the butt.  Unless of course, you’re into that kind of thing.”  She smirked.

      “Do you hear yourself?”

      “I gotta pee.”  She went back to the powder room, came back and picked up her ranting.  “I give it six months.”

      I looked at my watch.  It was getting late, and I’d had all I could take of her ranting.  “Honey,” I called.  “Would you come here?”  A few moments later, I heard Moses footsteps coming into the kitchen.  He walked past Chloe and stood next to me.

      “Is everything all right?” Moses asked.

      “Everything’s fine, Baby,” I replied.

      Chloe looked at him squinting. “Have we met?” she asked.

      “I don’t think so,” Moses replied.

      “You look very familiar,” she said.

      “Baby, Chloe says I should be careful because my rings could turn my finger green.” I held up my diamond heavy hand.  “And I’m a Sugar Mommy.”

      Moses laughed. “I’m going back to work.  You two keep talking, I’m sure you have a lot to catch up on.”  He kissed me and went back to his office.

      “Where have I seen him?” Chloe said.

      “Don’t hurt yourself.”

      “Damn pregnancy brain.  It’s hard retaining thoughts.  I know I’ve seen him before, but I just can’t place him.”

      “Are you hungry?”

      “No, nothing stays down.  Wait a minute.  You said he’s a writer?”

      “Yes.”

      Moses walked back into the kitchen.  “I forgot my glasses.”  He walked around the counter and picked up his glasses.

      “Sweetheart, Chloe thinks she knows you, but she also thinks you’re an unemployed writer who married me for my money.”  He laughed.

      “We’ve never met.  But maybe you’ve read one of my books?”

      “Books?  You write books?  I thought you were a playwright?”

      “I do currently have a play on Broadway.  But my main writing is books.”

      “I doubt I’ve read anything you’ve written.”  She boldly announced.

      “Excuse me.”  He walked out and came back with a stack of books and placed them on the counter in front of her.  She read the name of the author out loud.  When she reached the third book, she looked at Moses.

      “Oh, my God.”  She opened the book, looked at the picture on the flap and looked at Moses again.  “This is you?  He’s him.  Your husband is Darryl Moses?”  She covered her mouth with her hand.

      “No, my husband’s name is Moses Adair.”

      “Adair…any relation to Eli Adair?”

      “He’s my father.”

      “That’s why you look familiar.  Adair Holdings.  You walked away from it all.  But you didn’t, did you?”

      “What are you talking about, Chloe?” I asked.

      “You’re the one responsible for a couple of their high yield hedge funds.  I’ve heard about you.  What’s with the books?”

      “Yes, I do a little consulting for my dad, but writing is my passion.”

      “No one told me you, were Alex’s husband.  I was told she married some wanna be writer.  No one mentioned the books or your last name.  I’m so sorry about the ring and money comments.  Please forgive me for being rude?”

      “That’s okay. Alex says you’re normally a nice person.”

      “It’s the hormones.  I’m so sorry.  I just get a little protective when it comes to Alex.”

      “I understand.  Baby, I have to get back to work.”  He kissed me on the cheek and patted Chloe on the back as he went back to his office.

      “Alex--” Chloe started to speak.

      “Finding it a little difficult to talk with your foot in your mouth?”

      “I’m so embarrassed.”

      “It’s getting late and I wanna have dinner with my husband.  Call me tomorrow and we’ll talk.  Come on let me help you out to the car.  Do you need to pee again?”

      “No, smarty.”  I helped her stand up and we headed toward the front door and stopped at Moses office.  “Moses, I’m so sorry. Welcome to the family.”

      “Thank you.  Here, Baby I’ll walk her out.”  I grabbed her bag and Moses helped her waddle to the car.

      We walked back inside and sat down to eat.  “Is Chloe normally like that?”

      “Normally, she’s a little bossy and opinionated.  Men are attracted to her because she’s beautiful and smart.  Being rich hasn’t always helped.”

      “And the baby’s father?”

      “Her ex-husband, but he doesn’t want to be involved.”

      “How could he not want to be in his child’s life?”

      “He said he didn’t want children.”

      “So she’s having a baby by herself?”

      “Not really, we all agreed to help her.”

      “What about her family?”

      “It’s just her parents and her grandmother.”

      “So that means I met everyone?”

      “Yep.  And you still want to stay married to me?”

      “I married you, not your friends.”  He kissed me.
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      Moses

      

      WHAT’S UP MAN? BAS ASKED.

      “Where do I start?  Night before last I met Chloe,” I announced.

      “I heard Crazy was back in town,” Bas replied.

      “Excuse me?”

      “What is she doing here?” Quentin blurted out.

      “Back up to that crazy comment.” I replied.

      “Chloe is smart and beautiful, but she’s also crazy,” Quentin continued.  “She has a head for business and a body for…”

      “Quentin.”  Bas jumped in.

      “What?  It’s the truth, she’s not my type.  She’s a beautiful woman with the temperament of a deranged mother bear.”  Quentin replied.

      “Why is she back?” Bas asked.

      “She said your wife,” I looked at Quentin and then at Bas.  “And your ex-girlfriend—”

      “Wait a minute, you and Kendell broke up?” Quentin asked.

      “Yes,” Bas replied.  “What did they do?”

      “Can we go back to you and Kendell?” Quentin asked.

      “What do you want to know?”

      “Why did you two break up?” Question asked.

      “I wanted to get married and she doesn’t.”

      “I don’t understand.  According to Dionne, getting married is at the top of Kendell’s to do list.  What changed?”

      “Don’t know and don’t care.”  He took a sip from his glass and placed it back on the table.  “So, why is Chloe here?  She’s supposed to be in Brazil until the baby is born.”

      “What baby?” Quentin asked.

      “That’s why she went to Brazil,” Bas informed him.  “You knew that right?”

      “No.  She told me she was going to oversee a project.”

      “It’s a project alright,” I replied.

      “I’ve been so focused on Dionne and the baby, it never occurred to me when Chloe said she’d be gone for almost a year, it was…oh crap. this means she’ll be calling soon.  Just when I was enjoying a little peace and no drama.”

      Bas and I laughed at him.  “Sorry man.”

      “Back to my question.  Why is she here?” Bas asked.

      “Kendell and Dionne called her and said Alex was acting irrational.  And from what I gather some unflattering things about me as well.”

      “Oh man, I’m sorry,” Quentin apologized.  “I heard Dionne on the phone, but I had no idea she was talking about you.”

      “They did what?” Bas asked.

      “Apparently, Kendell told Dionne I married Alex for her money,” I announced.

      “You’ve got to be kidding.” Quentin laughed so loud the entire restaurant looked at him.  “Her money...that’s rich.”

      “Also, the reason I live with my grandmother is because I don’t have a job.”

      “Are you kidding?” Bas asked.

      “So Chloe shows up ranting and raving about Alex being impulsive and deciding to become a Sugar Mommy.”

      “Bas, I told you Kendell was crazy,” Quentin repeated again.

      “We explained everything to Chloe, and she apologized.”

      “Wait a minute.  Did they say anything about a GTS?” Bas asked.

      “I heard Chloe say something like that.  She said Dionne and Kendell were on their way, because they were having an emergency GTS.  What is that?”

      “Oh this explains the whispering.  My wife has been running around talking real low on her cell to Kendell and all I got was an emergency GTS and something about tomorrow.  Which would have been night before last.”

      “So what’s a GTS?” I asked again.

      “They call it a girlfriend truth session.  It’s when they meet to discuss something they feel is life changing for one of them,” Bas explained.

      “From my understanding, everything discussed is done with the understanding you’re asking for truthful criticism and advice.  And you can’t leave angry,” Quentin supplemented Bas’ answer.

      “You’re kidding.”

      “No.  This is something they came up with in college and it’s how they’ve managed to stay friends.  It’s also where they came up with that stupid dating rule.” Bas explained.

      “What rule?” I asked.

      “No dating each other’s exs, relatives or employees.  Sounds like some teenage crap to me.  They swear this is how they’ve managed to stay friends for so long,” Bas explained.

      “Have either of you ever been to one?”

      “Men are not allowed.”  Bas immediately replied.

      “How often do they have these...meetings?”

      “Only when one of them has done something insane, like get married in secret.” Quentin looked at me.

      “Or asks can she break the rule to date someone’s assistant,” Bas disclosed.

      “That’s why they called Chloe.  They were scared to go directly to Alex.  So, they called one of two people that can stand toe to toe with her,” Quentin replied.

      “So what happened yesterday?” Quentin asked.

      “Alex called Dionne and Kendell, and I heard my wife use some words I didn’t think she knew.”

      “What did she say?” Bas asked.

      “It was wicked. Alex told Dionne and Kendell they aren’t welcome at her house until they apologize to Moses.”

      “What was said?” Bas asked.

      “They called Moses a gold digger.  Alex said Kendell needed to concentrate on her own life and stay out of hers, and the only reason she was at our wedding was because she was dating Bas.”

      “Oh, that one had to hurt,” Quentin shook his head.

      “It gets worse.  Chloe’s pissed because they got her back here under false pretenses, and her doctor says she can’t travel anymore.  She told Dionne and Kendell she was done with them until they fix things with me and Alex.”

      “Dionne called last night and apologized,” I confirmed.

      “What about Kendell?” Bas asked.

      “I don’t know if Alex has spoken with her.  How long do they usually stay mad with each other?”

      “I’ve seen them make up in a matter of hours.  I think the longest was ten days,” Bas announced.

      “I remember that one.  My wife was a pain to live with.  She took her anger out on me.  I almost called one of those GTS things myself,” Quentin teased.

      “Alex was no walk in the park either.  I couldn’t do anything right.  She was like a snapping turtle, constantly biting my head off.”

      “How did they resolve it because there’s no way I can spend ten days with that crazy woman I met yesterday,” I said.

      “They kind of just came to their senses.  These fights usually just work themselves out. But this one is a little different.  You might want to settle in for the long haul,” Bas suggested.

      “Why?”

      “Because from the sound of it, Alex is pissed on a whole other level.”

      “Any suggestions?”  I’m new to all of this.  I know women are a little more involved in their friendships. Unlike men, we get angry and in a matter of minutes we’re fine.  But women, their anger is similar to an elephant’s memory…long and deep.

      “Maybe take her away?  Keep your distance.  I don’t know.  Any suggestions Quentin?”

      “I’m doing whatever it takes to bring peace.  I can’t deal with a pregnant wife who’s arguing with her best friends.  And, if that means I have to take the blame, then so be it.”

      “And if they do call a GTS, leave,” Bas warned.

      “Leave?”

      “Yes.  You do not want to be around that hot mess.  Things are said that can be misinterpreted.  It’s not for the faint of heart,” Bas announced.

      “I thought men weren’t allowed?”

      “They aren’t, but I happened upon one in Alex’s office and I thought I’d gotten locked into a debate at the UN.  There was screaming, yelling, and name calling.  I was scared,” Bas declared.  “Like Quentin said, I didn’t know they knew words like that.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      “And as a member of the male support group, if you ever hear there’s going to be a GTS, you immediately call us,” Quentin chimed in.

      “Why?”

      “Second rule, men must run for cover.”  Bas laughed.

      “Okay.”

      “So are you and Kendell done?” Quentin asked.

      “Quentin, drop it,” Bas replied.

      “I’m just asking.  I thought she was the one.”

      “So did I,” Bas confessed.
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      Chloe

      

      I’M COMING,” I YELLED OUT.  I don’t remember the distance from the patio to the front door being so far.  And of course, I’d have to pee.  “I know you think you’re in charge, but not today.  Mommy is having lunch with your Aunt Alex, so please be nice.”

      I have officially become one of those pregnant women.  The kind that stand around rubbing their belly and talking out loud.

      I opened the front door, breathing hard.

      “What’s wrong?” Alex immediately went into mother hen mode.  She stepped inside, closed the door, and we kissed on both cheeks like chic European women when they greet their friends.

      “It’s just your godson reminding me, he’s in charge.”  We laughed. “It’s bad enough he kept me up most of the night.  Whoa.” I rubbed my belly where the kick landed.  “Seems Parker still thinks we’re in Brazil at a soccer match.  Want to feel?”

      “Are you sure?”  I placed her hand on my belly and Parker immediately kicked.  Alex covered her mouth with her other hand.  “He’s a little excited.”

      “Talk to him.”

      She directed her voice to my belly.  “Hey little man, it’s your Auntie Alex.  I can’t wait to meet you.  Whoa.”  She jumped back.

      “Seems he can’t wait either.  Come on, let’s eat before he starts round two.”

      “Lead the way.”

      We walked down the hall and I heard Alex laughing.   “What’s so funny?”

      “You.”

      “Me?”

      “You’re waddling.”

      “I don’t waddle,” I protested.

      “If you say so, but it’s cute.”

      “Have a seat.”  We sat down, said grace and started eating.  I waited to see if she was going to offer any information.  Nothing.  “Okay, I can’t take it any more.”

      “Take what?”

      “Tell me everything.”

      “Everything…”

      “Chick, I’ll waddle over there and slap you.”

      She patted her chest laughing and choking.  “What do you want to know?”

      “I know you met at the party, but how did you go from that meeting to marriage?”

      “We bumped into each other at the airport.”

      “And…”

      “When he came here on business we connected and a year…sixteen months later, we got married.”

      “Alex, that story is a bunch of crap and you know it.”

      “What?”  Her smile covered her face.

      “I want details.  What’s he like and don’t recite his bio, because I spent the morning researching him.”

      “What do you want me to say…he’s wonderful.  He’s everything I wanted but didn’t know I needed.”

      “Blah, blah, blah…what about the good stuff?”

      “Good stuff?”

      “Yeah,” I rubbed my belly.  “Is he a good kisser, any disgusting habits, how was it the first time, you two, you know?  Help me out here, I’ve got no husband, no man, and the last time I had sex I got more than I asked for, if you know what I mean.”  We laughed.

      “We agreed not to talk about our personal life.”

      “Are you kidding me?  How am I supposed to live vicariously through you, if you don’t tell me anything?  You are over there shacked up with a yummy chocolate drop, while I’m here with swollen ankles.  Give me details.”

      “Calm down.  I’ll say this, God has truly gone above what I dreamed and expected…in every area.”  She cocked her head to the side and a wicked smile covered her face.

      “Really?”  I smiled as my mind filled with several salacious possibilities.

      “Oh, yeah.  Girlfriend is enjoying marriage.”

      “Oh, my.  Things are that good?”

      “Better than you could imagine.”

      “You know, I have a vivid imagination.”

      “I know.”

      “Oh, my.”  I took a big sip from my glass and began fanning my self.  “Is it getting warm, or is it my pregnancy?”  We laughed hard.

      “He loves God and it shows.  It’s like the more he loves God, the more he loves me.  Jonathan never gave me that.”  She bit her lower lip and continued.  “I know he loves me, and not just because he gives me amazing gifts.”

      “What’s he given you besides that incredible ring?”  She got quiet.  “Alex…”

      “A  jet.”

      “A  jet?”

      She nodded.  “Yeah.  And this.”  She pulled the sleeve of her sweater back, revealing an amazing pink alligator Happy Sport watch with floating pink diamonds.

      “Oh, my God.  That’s beautiful.”

      “A pair of incredible diamond earrings and he paid off my house.”

      Now it was me sitting with my mouth wide open.  “He did what?”

      “He paid off my, our house.  He said he wanted us to have a clean slate.”

      “Wow.”

      “I know.  He’s pretty amazing.  And yes, I know about the money.  I’m not stupid.”

      “About that…”

      “I understand.  You were just being a good friend and I appreciate that, but I did my homework.  When we broke up…”

      “You broke up…when?”

      “January…it was all my fault…Terrence crap.”

      “He knows about Terrence?”

      “Yeah…they met.  That’s a whole other story.”

      I sipped my water.  “I can’t believe you went against type.”

      “What are you talking about?”  She sipped her iced tea.

      “Physically, he’s nothing like the guys you’ve dated.”

      She bit her bottom lip and that wicked smile was there again.  “I know.  He’s…”

      “Very tall, for you.  You usually go for a slightly shorter type.  What is he, about six…”

      “I’m not sure exactly, but I know he’s over six feet.”

      “Really.”  I started smiling.  “Tall, dark, handsome and…”

      “Big hands.”  She quickly covered her mouth with her napkin.

      “Oooo, Alex.”

      “What?”  She lowered the napkin.  “I’m just stating a fact.  My husband has large, strong, soft hands…and he knows how to use them.”

      Now it was me choking and laughing.  “Okay, next subject.”

      “You asked.”

      “And now, I’m changing the subject.”  I sipped my tea. “So, tell me, what’s going on with Bas and Kendell?”

      “What did she say?”  she answered my question with a question.

      “A bunch of half statements.”  Alex sipped her coffee. “Alex, what’s going on?”

      “They broke up,” she confessed.

      “What! Oh.” A sharp jab from my belly passenger. “Even Parker can’t believe that. What happened?”

      “Short version, he wanted to get married and she didn’t.”

      “Excuse me.  Did you say, Bas wanted to get married?”

      “Yep.”

      “And she didn’t?”

      “Yep.”

      “Wait a minute.  Did I miss something?”

      “I didn’t believe it either when he told me.”

      “What did she say?”

      “I haven’t spoken with her.”

      “Wait, wait, wait…I know I have pregnancy brain, but you said you haven’t spoken to her?”

      “We’ve spoken, but she hasn’t said anything about Bas.”

      “Are you kidding?”

      “No.”  She wiped her mouth with her napkin and placed it on the table next to her empty plate.  “I’m trying to stay out of it because Bas asked me not to get involved…but it’s been hard.  I wanted to go over and wring her neck, but…”

      “You’ll need to get in line behind me. First she calls me with some story about Moses to get me home and now I find out she broke up with Bas.”  I shook my head.  “I think she’s bi-polar.  I know she’s your cousin, but…”

      “Hey,” she raised her hands up in a defensive pose.  “You don’t have to tell me.  She’s been talking about getting married since we were kids.  I don’t know what’s going on with her.”

      “What did Bas say?”

      “He’s been talking to Moses.”

      “And…”

      “He said he’s waiting on an answer from God.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “I’ve got an answer for him…forget about her…move on…I love my cousin, but I always thought…never mind.  What’s going on with you?”

      “Subject change.”  I nodded.

      “Yes.  Are you ready for my godson’s arrival?”

      “Not quite.  Since I’ve been grounded by my doctor, I’m going to stay here in the guest house for a little while.  I want to be close to my mom.”

      “I can understand that.”

      “So next week, daddy is sending a crew over to convert one of the bedrooms into a nursery.  I believe everything will be ready in time.”

      “Orlando still doesn’t want to be involved?”

      “Nope, and I’m fine with it.”

      She reached over and patted my hand.  “Parker is going to be surrounded by love.”

      “He already is.”  I sniffled.
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      MY EMPLOYEES ARE LIKE MY family. When my fiancé died, they became very protective.   I think at some point over the years, at least half of them has voiced their opinion about the men I’ve dated, or been involved with.

      So I was a little reticent about introducing Moses to them.  Travis, my head of security, pulled me to the side after Moses and I started dating.  He told me he checked Moses out, and felt he was a suitable companion for me.  When he found out we had broken up, he pulled me to the side and made it clear, I needed to do whatever was necessary to get Moses back.

      Apart from Bas, Travis is the only other staffer who knows I’m married.  It only seemed fair to tell him, seeing he caught me and Moses making out in my office…and the store room…and the lounge. However, today,  I’m going to introduce Moses to the rest of my employees…work family.

      I went downstairs to the kitchen and saw my sexy husband dancing to our favorite song, the Gap Band’s “Yearnin’”.  Watching him move is hypnotic.  He gets into this little groove when he cooks.  It’s like getting a show with my meal.  Not to mention, I get to look at that tight behind of his.  There have been a few times we’ve skipped dinner because I got so excited watching him cook.

      He turned around, looked at me and a huge smile covered his face.  “I thought you didn’t want to dress alike?”

      “Oh,” I smiled and looked at the light grey Lanvin sheath dress I was wearing.  “No, I didn’t.”

      “Do you want me to change?”

      “No, it’s okay.”

      He put the plates on the counter, wiped his hands on his apron and extended his hand to me as he kept moving to the music.  “Dance with me.”  I took his hand and he pulled me to his chest.  We quickly got in sync with the music dancing.  “I love dancing with you.”  He kissed me.  “Nervous?”

      “A little.”

      “You’ll do fine.”  He flung me out and quickly pulled me back to his chest.”

      “I like it when you do that.” I smiled.

      “Are you sure you don’t want me to change?”

      His offer was sweet.  I kissed him.“I like this suit on you.”

      “It’s not a problem.”

      I stroked the side of his face.  “That won’t be necessary.  So we look like a cake topper,” we laughed.  “It’s very appropriate for today.”  I kissed him again.  “We better stop, otherwise we won’t make it to the store.”

      “Yes, Mrs. Adair.”
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      This is one of the most difficult things I’ve had to do.  I looked across the store and saw Moses smiling at me, and knew I could say what I wanted to say.

      “Good morning.  First, I want to thank everyone for the amazing job you’re doing.”  I took a deep breath.  “Okay, there are going to be some changes starting this holiday season.  I’m canceling the Charity Shopping Party and the Employee Party.  Instead, Bas has convinced me to host a Friends and Family Night where each employee and two guests can shop at fifty percent off.”  The cheers of excitement were overwhelming.  The regular employee discount is thirty-five percent and each season they can purchase three items at twenty-five percent above cost.  “Settle down.  Our charitable contribution will be based on department sales.  The three departments with the highest sales percentage increase from last year, will get to select a charity for the contributions.”

      “What if there’s a tie?” asked Ron, the Los Angeles shoe department manager.

      “In the event of a tie, that charity will benefit as well.  Next, bonus checks will be the same amount across the board.”

      “What does that mean?  Is that Bas’ idea too?”  asked Teresa from Atlanta.

      “No, it’s not Bas’ idea.  I’m going to give everyone the same amount.  How much?  Only I know the answer.  Will it be fair? Yes.  I think the checks would be more beneficial after the holidays but it’s up to you.  You’ll need to let me know by the end of next week when you want them.  And, it’s majority rule.”

      “What about the gift exchange?” Karen, the manager for the Orange County store asked.

      “December twenty-third for the California stores and the week before in Atlanta. We’ll have a special breakfast meeting and do it then.  Kim will be responsible for assigning the names.  Same rules as last year, it cannot be a gift from here and no more than fifty dollars. Questions?”  I looked across the store and motioned for Moses. “Some of you may have noticed I’ve been out of the store a lot lately and you’ve probably seen a tall, dark, extremely handsome man walking around the store.”  I took a deep breath, continued and Moses casually strolled up and stood next to me, and grabbed my hand.  “A few weeks ago or for the benefit of those in the Alex Romance pool, five and a half weeks ago, I got married.”

      “Yes!” Screamed someone in the back of the store.

      “That must be the person who had the impromptu wedding square who won’t be getting a bonus check.”

      “That’s okay,” shouted the mysterious voice.

      “As I was saying.  I got married, and this is my husband.  Moses Adair.” The sound of my thoughts and nervousness were hidden beneath the applause and cheers.  “Settle down.  You guys are wild.  This means there will be some changes.  I’ll be spending less time here, because my husband’s business is in New York.  A few days out of the month we will be in New York or Atlanta.  Before anyone asks, there will not be a New York store.  Any questions?”

      “How tall is he?” shouted Tina from the Fine Jewelry Department.

      “Why?”

      “I had that in the pool.” Tina  replied.

      “Honey.” A collective sigh floated in the air.

      “I’m six four,” he responded.

      “Yes.” Tina shouted.

      “New rules.  Although my door is always open, please knock first.  Second, my mother will be returning to a more active role in the stores.  She and Bas will be in charge when I’m not here.”

      “When will the changes take place?” Ron asked.

      “Today.  Employee evaluations will be moved up to the middle of January.  Additional changes will be implemented after I finish the evaluations.  Any more questions?”

      “Your husband is cute, and what kind of changes?” asked one of the concierges.

      “Thank you and, I’m not ready to say.  I’ll be in New York next week for Thanksgiving, and not back until the following Monday.  I know Bas will be on vacation Friday and Saturday.  While he’s gone, Ron will be in charge here.  Any more questions?”

      “Where did you get married?” asked one of the stylists.

      “New York.”

      “Where did you meet?” another voice from the back of the room asked.

      “At a party.”

      “How long have you known each other?” asked another stylist.

      “Over a year.”

      “Why weren’t we invited to the wedding?” asked a stylist from the Vintage Department.

      “We eloped.”  A sigh fell across the room.  “People—”

      “Just one more question Alex,” asked another stylist.  “Will your husband be helping out in the store?”

      “Honey, I believe that one’s for you.” I deferred to Moses.  He’s quite used to giving interviews, but being interrogated by my staff was a lot like meeting the family for the first time.

      “Only if my wife asks me to.” He smiled.

      “That’s enough questions.  It’s almost ten o’clock and we need to open.  Remember I need to know about the checks by December second.  And there’ll be a managers’ lunch meeting.  Okay, let’s make some money.  Thank you.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      Kendell

      

      WHAT THE CRAP!  I REACHED for my phone.  I tried to remain calm as I fished for the light switch.  No one calls before sun up unless it was an emergency.  My mind went straight to my parents, or my brother.   My brain was having trouble recognizing the ringtone.

      I turned on the light switch, picked up my phone and pulled it close to my face.  My eyes weren’t focusing yet, but I figured if I held the screen close it would rectify that problem.  I could barely make out the name and took a chance the person calling had a legitimate reason for waking me up.

      I pressed the Answer Call button.

      “Hello.”  My groggy voice barely got the words out.

      “Kendell, what the crap!” shouted the voice on the other end of the call.

      My ears were being assaulted.  “Who is this?”

      “Taylor.”

      I turned the light on, opened my eyes as wide as I could get them, searching for my clock.  I shook my head and my eyes seemed to focus.  I picked up my clock and took note of the time.  “Do you know what time it is?”

      “Yes.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “That’s what I want to know,” she yelled back.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “You and Bas.”

      “Oh.”

      “Oh…is that all you have to say?”

      “Who told you?”

      “Chloe.”

      “Can we talk about this later?  I have to get up in two hours and…”

      “No, we can’t.”

      I sat up and leaned against the headboard.  “What do you want to know?”

      “Why you called Chloe and told her Alex married a gold-digger out to take her money?  Moses doesn’t need or want Alex’s money.  For the record, he makes Chloe look like a pauper.”

      That statement shocked me fully awake.  “What…I thought…”

      “Exactly.  If you had taken the time to get to know him, you would have learned that his family is one of the wealthiest families in New York and Atlanta.”

      “I didn’t know.”

      “Exactly.
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      After my chastisement, I couldn’t go back to sleep.  I got up, tried to pray, but peace eluded me.  I got dressed, made an espresso and thought another would bring clarity, but it didn’t.  I picked up my bag, keys, a third espresso and left.

      I pulled out of my driveway with the intention of going to the restaurant. However, the third espresso suggested something else.

      About twenty minutes later, I pulled into the long driveway and turned off my car.  I sat there wrestling with myself a little longer.  Convinced I needed to have this conversation, I got out of the car and walked up the two brick steps, and banged the crap out of the black lacquered door.  The three espressos were surging every part of my body.

      I lowered my hand and could feel myself tingling and not in a good way.  As I waited for someone to answer, I looked around, and it was as if I had re-entered my body, and my inner self asked, “What the crap are you doing here?”  I started to walk away, when the door opened.

      “Kendell, what…are you alright…what’s wrong?”  Chloe put her phone close to her mouth.  “Let me call you back.”  She pressed the button ending the call.  “Come in.”  I stepped inside.  “Are you okay?” Chloe repeated her question.

      “I’m fine.  There’s nothing wrong.”

      She patted her chest.  “Girl, you had me scared.  Don’t ever do that to a pregnant woman.  Do you want some coffee?”

      I followed her down the hall.  “No, I’m good.”  I placed my bag on the stool and watched as she waddled around the counter and poured a cup of coffee.

      “My doctor insists I only drink decaf.”  She took a sip and let out a deep sigh.  “I’m still not used to it, but it’s better than nothing.  So what’s going on?” She looked at her phone.  “Do you know what time it is?”

      “I want you to stop talking about my relationship with Bas.  It’s no one’s business why we broke up.”   The three espressos had me on full blast.  “I don’t appreciate being awakened before the crack of dawn to be chewed out by Taylor about Bas.”

      “Hold up.”  She placed the cup on the counter and rubbed her belly.  “You’re not hurt?”

      “No.”

      “Alex, Dee, Taylor, everyone is fine?”

      “Yes.”

      “Let me get this straight. You stopped me from making money to chew me out because people are talking about you and Bas?”

      “Yes.  It wasn’t your place to tell Taylor.”

      “First of all, I didn’t tell Taylor you broke up with Bas.  We were talking about something else and it came up.  I assumed it was common knowledge.”

      “Well, it isn’t.”

      “Then you had better tell him, because I’m pretty sure he’s told a few people.”

      “I’ll deal with him. But I don’t need everyone poking their noses into my business.”

      She rubbed her swollen belly.  “Uh-huh…”

      “Seriously, who I see is my business, and I don’t need to be treated like a child because…”

      “Shut up.”

      “What?”

      “I said, shut up.  You’re making my ears bleed.  I don’t care who you see.  I don’t care who you marry.  I…don’t…care.  I don’t know what your problem is and right now, I don’t care.”

      “I see.”

      “I hope you do, because I think it’s safe to say, none of us cares anymore.  You had a good man.  One who was willing to put up with your craziness and you let him go.  I never take sides in these things, but this time I’m making an exception and taking Bas’ side.”

      “Whatever.”  I picked up my bag and started to walk away.

      “I got your whatever.  Don’t let this belly fool you.  I will knock you into the next millennium if you come back here with this crap.”

      “I’m leaving.”

      “Please do.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Chloe

      

      “CALM DOWN PARKER.”  I RUBBED my belly in a gentle circular motion, trying to stop my son from kicking.  “I know, Mommy’s upset too.”

      I picked up my phone and sat down in the oversized chair and put my feet up.  If it hadn’t been for this pregnancy, I might have actually hit Kendell.  The nerve of her coming here with that crap.  “OH!  Okay, Mommy will calm down.”  I took a few minutes to relax.  After a few deep breaths, as deep as possible with a baby pressing on my bladder, I was a little more calm.

      I scrolled through my contacts and pressed the number.  After the third ring, a familiar, breathy voice answered.  “Hello.”

      “Good morning.”

      “Chloe…are you all right?” I could hear the anxiousness in her voice.”

      “Calm down Taylor, I’m fine.”

      “Girl, don’t scare me like that.  I know if you or Alex calls me before eight your time, there’s a problem.  You know I keep a California bag packed and sitting in my closet.  You know I have to be ready at a moment’s notice.”  She joked.

      “Everyone’s fine.”

      “Let me catch my breath.  How’s the little mommy-to-be doing?”

      “Accept for having to pee every twenty minutes, passing enough gas to fuel a jet and feet that look like little sausages, I’m fine.”  We both laughed.  “And don’t get me started on my breasts, but my hair is fabulous.”

      “I know you didn’t call at this time of the day to share the pros and cons of pregnancy.  What’s going on?”

      “I just had a visit from Kendell.”

      “Let me guess, she’s pissed because I chewed her out this morning?”

      “What did you say?”

      “I told her she was crazy for breaking up with Bas and then I asked what was going on with her.”

      “I see.”

      “After Alex’s wedding, we went to lunch and she was talking all this nonsense about not being able to trust Bas, and that she felt he was pushing her.”

      “This is Bas we’re talking about?”

      “Exactly.  In all the years I’ve known Bas, I’ve never known him to want to get married.”

      “So, he did want to marry her?”

      “He had the ring on hold.”

      “What!”

      “Yes.  I saw it.  It was beautiful.  Girl, he had it all planned.  He was going to propose in Central Park after dinner on our last night in New York.”

      “Again, this is Bas we’re talking about?”

      “Who knew he had a romantic side.  That stupid cousin of mine said she wasn’t sure she wanted to get married.”

      “So what happened?”

      “I don’t know.  Moses had the jet take us all home.  Bas and Kendell were very quiet, not being too affectionate.  I figured they were trying to be cool in front of us.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Me on the other hand, I was trying to figure out how Jason and I could join the private jet mile-high club.”

      “You are so bad.”

      “I was trying to be.  Anyway, they on the other hand, showed no signs of a couple that had just gotten engaged.  I kept trying to see if she was wearing the ring, but nothing.  I just figured they were waiting to tell everyone.”

      “How did they end up breaking up?”

      “I don’t know.  I did tell her, if she didn’t want Bas to let him go.  Stupid girl.”

      “That’s exactly what she is.  So how did you find out they broke up?”

      “I called and asked him when were they announcing their engagement and that’s when he told me.”

      “Did he say what happened?”

      “No.  I don’t think he even knows.”

      “I’m still in shock.”

      “Like I told her, he won’t be alone for long.  A few of my girlfriends told me to let them know when he’s available.”

      “There are  a couple of girls in my office that said the same thing.”

      “Bas is a great catch, but I think it’s going to be a little while before he opens his heart up again.”

      “Did you tell Alex Queen Crazy came by?”

      “No, I didn’t want to bother her.”

      “That’s right. This is her first visit with the family since the wedding.”

      “What are they like?”

      “Who?”

      “The in-laws.”

      “His dad and brother are great.  His mother and sister are cut from the same snooty cloth. But I think Alex will be able to hold her own with them.  Oh, that reminds me, I better pack a New York emergency bag.”  We laughed.  “Her ally is his grandmother.”

      “What’s she like?”

      “She runs the show. That’s all you need to know, and that she loves Alex.  I think if it weren’t for Miss Emma and Aunt Connie, Alex and Moses wouldn’t have gotten married.”

      “Really?”

      “Once Emma Bartholomew—-”

      “Bartholomew as in EBA Properties?”

      “I don’t know.  Why?”

      “EB Properties is one of the largest property management companies on the East Coast.”

      “All I know about Emma Bartholomew, is that she’s a very rich widow.  Her only daughter is married to Moses’ dad, and she has three grandchildren.”

      “I need to do some research.”

      “When you find out, let me know.  I’ll check on you later.  Bye.”

      “Bye.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Alex

      

      I’M EXHAUSTED, I’VE BEEN DEALING with employee evaluations for the past couple of weeks, and now I have to prepare for the fall shows, followed by two weeks of bliss on my secret honeymoon.

      Moses was supposed to pick me up from the store, but he called and asked could I get a ride with my mom.  Seems he was on a writing roll.

      I walked inside and called out, “I’m home.”  No answer.  I peeked into Moses’ office, but he wasn’t there.  I walked back into the kitchen, and still no sign of him.

      “Honey, I’m home,” I called out again.  He must be upstairs.  I started upstairs, and stopped when I heard a door open and close, followed by those familiar footsteps coming from the powder room.

      “Hey there, Beautiful.”  I turned and walked back towards him.  “I didn’t hear you come in.” He walked over and sat at the counter.

      “Hey.”  I like everything he wears, but he looks incredibly sexy in a white shirt.  The bright white lying against his deep chocolate skin, just does something to me.  It’s like having a life size dark chocolate bar just begging to be eaten.

      “How was work?”

      “Fine.  I announced the changes.”  He wrapped his hands around my waist and gently kissed me.  “You smell good.”

      “Thank you.”

      “How’s the book coming?”

      “I got a lot done.”

      I kissed him. “You taste salty.”

      “I just had some almonds.”  He licked his lips.

      “Oh.”  I started playing with the buttons on his shirt.

      “I know it’s my night to get dinner, but I’m on a roll.  Do you want to order something in?”

      “I’m not really hungry.”

      “Okay, then I guess, I’ll go back to work.”

      He tried to stand up, but I pushed him back down.  I pulled him closer and slid my tongue inside his mouth, dancing with his.  He eased his hands down the small of my back and grabbed my behind.  Now, we’re rocking.  I started unbuttoning his shirt, but he broke our kiss and stood up.

      “Uhm, I can’t believe I’m saying this.  Baby, I really have to get back to work.”  He pushed me away.

      “Excuse me?”

      “I have a lot to do tonight.  And-—” His eyes dropped and settled on my cleavage.  “Is that a new bra?”

      “Wanna see it?”  I watched as his eyes grew darker as I unbuttoned my blouse.  He sat back down, pulled my blouse back and brushed his tongue across the purple lace.  When his tongue met my nipple, I moaned and fell back into his arms.  I was about to get what I wanted.  He eased his hands up my back to the hook on my bra.  The anticipation of his lips on my breasts was growing, then he stopped.  What the crap!

      He stood up and clenched his fist.  “I have got to get back to work.  I’m on a deadline and…”  He kissed my forehead and went to his office.

      “Son of a…fine, I’m going to take a shower.”  I stomped upstairs.

      Chloe said when she was wrestling with her physical attraction for Orlando after he filed for separation, she took a lot of cold showers.  It was how she kept her body in check.  She said she was tempted a few times to go down the hall and take what was hers.  After all, they were still married, but she knew it wasn’t right.  Instead, she stood in a cold shower praying until she calmed down.  It worked except for a few nights when she lost control.

      I stood under the freezing water for what felt like hours.  I emerged clean, cold, prayed up and a lot less excited.  Who can be excited when they’re freezing? I told myself not to be angry, because this is Moses’ job.  But, this is the first time we haven’t made love when we both wanted to.  I dried off my cold shivering body, put on a gown and climbed into bed.  No need putting on anything sexy, because the only thing he’s making love to tonight is his computer.

      The next night, it was the same thing.  Only this time, he didn’t even look up when I kissed him hello.  I know this is how he provides for our family, but right now one part of our family is feeling a little neglected.  I went upstairs for another ice cold shower.

      I’ve been taking cold showers for five days now, and I haven’t spoken to my husband in as many.  He’s been so engrossed in work he doesn’t take me to the store or pick me up.  And when I get home, his office door is closed which means, “Don’t come in.”  I wouldn’t know he was here if I didn’t feel the bed move when he climbs in around three in the morning.  Not only have we not spoken to each other since this routine kicked in, I haven’t had my other need met either.  Right now, I’d be happy with a kick in bed, but nothing.

      If I were evaluating our marriage right now, he wouldn’t score too high.  I know he told me he doesn’t like talking about his work while he’s in the writing process, but I didn’t think that meant he didn’t communicate at all.

      Day seven, and I can’t even get felt up like a slutty high school cheerleader under the bleachers.  I have tried every trick I know when Moses comes to bed but, nothing.  I went upstairs and turned on the shower.  Just as I was about to step into the shower, my phone rang with a familiar ringtone.  I picked it up and pressed the button.

      “Hi, Alexandra.”

      “Hi, Grams.”

      “How is my favorite granddaughter-in-law doing?”

      How am I feeling?  I’m frustrated.  My husband hasn’t touched me in over a week, and I’m tired of taking cold showers and eating alone.

      “I’m fine, Grams.  How are you?”

      “I’m fine.  Where’s my grandson?”

      She would ask that.  I could be the spoiled brat I’m acting like, or I could be the mature woman I know I am.

      “He’s downstairs working.  Do you want me to get him?”  Please say yes, so I can have a couple of seconds with him in between my handing him the phone and him handing it back to me.

      “Is the door closed?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then definitely don’t.”

      “Oh.”

      “Alexandra, has he been ignoring you?”  I paused before answering.  She’s a smart woman, and any answer but the right answer will have her calling my mother, and I don’t want anyone to know I’m a little dissatisfied with my husband right now.

      “Uhm,”

      “Honey, I have been dealing with that strange creative person locked up in that office a lot longer than you have.  Don’t take it personal.  This is all part of his writing process.”

      “How long does it last?”

      “It varies.  What do you do while he’s hiding out?”

      “A lot of cold showers and praying.”

      She laughed.  “Is he sleeping?”

      “He comes to bed around three o’clock and he’s asleep when I leave in the morning.  When I get home he barely says anything to me if I see him.”

      “It can’t last much longer.  Don’t change your routine.  But make sure he eats.  That’s why Mrs. Joseph always put something out for him.  We never knew when he was going to emerge from the writing cave and want to eat.”

      “Okay.”

      “When he’s finished, tell him I said he owes you an apology, and to take you to dinner.”

      I laughed.  “Okay.”  Thank you God for this call.

      “Oh, the reason I called.  They installed the tub, and finished the tile in your bathroom. It’s beautiful and that tub is huge.  I don’t know how they got it upstairs without damaging the walls.  The contractor says they’ll start the downstairs guest bathroom by the end of the week.”

      “Thank you, Grams.”

      “I’ll send you some pictures tomorrow.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I spoke to Connie, and she said you’re giving her and Bas a little more responsibility at the stores.”

      “That’s right.  I need the help because I want to spend more time with Moses.”

      “Good.  I’ll—”

      “Grams?”

      “Yes, Baby?”

      “It’s going to be fine, right?”

      “Alexandra, trust me, you have nothing to worry about.”

      “If you say so.”

      “Remember, he’s making adjustments too.”  The tone of her voice was very soothing, but I still missed my husband.

      “Love you.”

      “Love you, Baby.  Good night.”

      “Good night.”

      Just what I needed, words of wisdom from my elder.  She said don’t change my routine.  I went into the bathroom and turned off the cold shower.  Then I went downstairs to the kitchen and made a snack for Moses.  I pulled out some tomato basil soup from the freezer and put it in the crock-pot on warm, and placed it next to a plate of sandwiches.  I reached deep in the back of the freezer for my emergency chocolate chip cookie dough, and made a dozen cookies, and set them next to the other food along with a note.

      Hi Sweetheart, I thought you might want a snack.  I know you’re hard at work creating and providing for our family. Thank you.  I miss talking to you, but I understand.  Don’t stay up too late.  I love you, Alex.

      I went upstairs, took a hot bath and, washed my bad attitude down the drain.  I put on a cute little baby doll, sprayed some parfum in a few key places and watched a little television before falling asleep.

      I didn’t hear him come upstairs, but I felt his hand wrap around my waist as he pressed his body against mine.  I kissed his hand and went back to sleep.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      Chloe

      

      “HEY LITTLE MOMMY.”

      “Hey there, Mrs. Adair.  What’s going on?”

      “Up for a girls’ night?  I’ll bring the snacks.”

      “Don’t forget the Tums and ginger ale.  I’ll see you in a couple of hours.”

      “Bye.”

      “Bye.”  Click.

      It took me thirty minutes to get up.  I was about to call up to my parents and ask my dad to come help me stand up.  That’s the last time I sit in that chair.  Now I see why my mom suggested I spend the last month of my pregnancy at their house.  First thing in the morning, I’m waddling up to their house until Parker gets here.

      I changed clothes and tried to get comfortable, but that wasn’t possible.  “OOOH!”  That sharp jab was powerful.  “Parker, I thought we had a deal.  No more kicking Mommy like that.  I promise after tonight to take it easy.”  I waddled out to the patio and the cool breeze seemed to calm Parker down. I rubbed my belly while taking deep breaths.  I looked up at the beautiful sky, thinking about the future.  “God, please show me how to be a good mother.”

      I walked around the side of the house, humming and rubbing my belly.  The bright lights grabbed my attention as the car pulled into the driveway.  I stopped walking, and stood waiting for Alex.

      She climbed out of the car, walked around to the passenger side and unloaded several bags and walked towards me.

      “Hey there, Mrs. Adair.”

      “Hey there little Mommy.”  She kissed me on the cheek, then bent down and directed her attention to my swollen belly.  “Hello Parker, it’s Auntie Alex.”

      “Ooo.”  Another sharp jab.  “I think he’s glad to see you.”

      “Come on, let’s get you comfortable.”

      We headed back to the patio.  “What did you bring?”

      “Nothing low-fat,” we laughed.

      We continued walking and she helped me sit down.  I watched as she unloaded the bags and spread all the containers on the table.  “So, we have pizza margarita, penne with heirloom tomatoes and duck sausage, fried mozzarella with marinara, meatballs, garlic bread and because we need something healthy, caesar salad.”

      “I thought you were bringing junk food?”

      She reached into the bag and pulled out a couple of clear boxes, and my eyes got large.  “How about cheesecake, cannoli, apple fritters and lemon cookies?”

      “Now we’re talking!  Sit down.”  After a lot of small talk, I asked the question I’d been waiting all evening to ask.  “So, why are you here?”

      “I thought it would be great to have a girls’ night.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “What?”

      “Alex, I love you.  However, you have a fine man at home and yet, you’re here with me.  What’s going on?”  I sipped my wine.

      “Should you be drinking that?”

      “My doctor took away my caffeine, but said I could have a glass of red wine twice a week.”  I sipped more wine.  “You didn’t answer my question.  Why are you here?”

      “Moses is working on his new book.”

      “Are you avoiding him because it’s bad?”

      “No.  More like he’s avoiding me.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Moses has been locked up in his office for the past three weeks working.  Apparently, it’s part of his process.”

      “And the problem is?”

      “I haven’t seen him.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “When I get home, he’s working.  When I go to work, he’s sleeping.”

      “I see.”

      “We haven’t had sex since this writing ritual started.”

      I smiled.  “And you’re…”

      “So frisky, I could scream.”  I laughed at her. “It’s not funny, Chloe.  I’m a newlywed with a hot husband and…”

      “He has to take a break at some point.”

      “We go to church, and then he comes home and locks himself back in his office.”

      I looked at her, and she looked sad.  I had no advice.  Orlando and I never had that challenge.  We constantly had sex until he decided he wanted to have it with someone else.  “You need to talk to him.  Try sending him an email or texting him.”

      “Grams said, this is normal.  She told me to stick to my schedule and it shouldn’t last much longer.”

      “But that’s not working for you?”

      “I’ve tried everything.  Wearing sexy lingerie hoping when he comes to bed, something might happen.”

      “And?”

      “I got felt up once and that was it.”

      “Then go to bed naked.  Take the day off, so when he wakes up, you’re there, and you can get serviced,” I teased.

      “Chloe…”

      “Alex, trust me, it’s not that bad.  At least you’re getting some or the possibility of some, soon.  The only prospect I have is my doctor going up stream to pull Parker out.”  We laughed.  For the first time during this conversation, she looked hopeful.  “Trust me honey, there’s nothing wrong with your marriage.  You two just need to talk.”

      “You’re right.  I guess I’ll be taking Friday off.”

      “Wise decision.” I rubbed my belly.  “Now I need a favor.”

      “Name it.”

      “Will you help me go up to my parents’ house.”

      “Are you okay?”

      “My mother wants me to stay with them until Parker gets here.”

      “I agree.”

      “I was going to wait until the morning, but I think tonight would be better.”

      “Are you sure you don’t want to go to the hospital?”

      I smiled.  “No sweetie, it’s not like that.  I just don’t want to get stuck in that damn chair again,” we laughed.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Alex

      

      I WALKED INTO THE HOUSE and placed the grocery bags on the kitchen counter.  I’m taking Chloe’s suggestion and playing hooky from the store tomorrow.  I stocked up on all of Moses’ favorite foods.  I spent the afternoon at the spa.  I got a facial, salt scrub, mani and pedi.  I cancelled the massage, because the only thing I need to get rid of the tension in my body, is a few hours with my husband.

      My plan is quite simple.  After my quiet time and workout in the morning, I’ll get all dolled up and be sitting in bed with the sheet barely covering me.  Then, when he opens his eyes, in the sexiest voice I can muster, I’ll say, “Good morning, Baby.”  If things go as planned, it will be a very good morning…afternoon and possibly evening, too.

      I opened the refrigerator and started putting up the groceries.  I closed the door and standing in front of me was my husband.  The six foot plus of dark hot chocolate I pledged to love no matter what.  Only thing is he forgot to tell me that when he’s writing, we both become celibate.

      This is the first time I’d seen him at night.  It’s also the first time I’d seen him and it wasn’t a Sunday.

      I backed up and found myself pinned between Moses and the white marble counter.  I stood still and looked at his eyes, hoping for a sign.  He stepped closer and I swallowed hard.

      Suddenly, he walked away.   What the crap was that about?  A few minutes later, he returned.

      “Get your jacket and bag.”

      The first words I’d heard from him since Sunday.  I wasn’t quite sure how to respond.  He walked away again and suddenly the house was dark except for the kitchen.  He returned and repeated his order. “I said, get your stuff.”

      My stuff or my bag?  Was I being put out? “Why?”

      “Just do it.”

      “Excuse me?”  I’m not going anywhere.  This is my house and I’m not leaving.

      “Get your stuff, or do I need to get it?”  He started walking towards me.

      Grams didn’t tell me he also gets a little crazy when he writes.  I looked at my watch, seven thirty.  It was ten thirty in New York…too late to call her.  The closer he got, the more I felt inclined to see where this was going.  I looked him up and down.  I had a lot of pent up energy, and felt I could take him down with one punch.  But then I remembered, he was taller, bigger, and probably had more pent up energy than I had.

      I walked around the counter, picked up my bag and jacket and went out to the garage.  I saw the door to the Aston was open and I got inside.  I locked my seat belt on, clutched my bag and said a silent prayer.

      In a matter of minutes we were on the 405 freeway headed south at a record-breaking speed.  About an hour later we exited the freeway, drove down a dark deserted road, and turned left.  A few minutes later another left, and then a right.  We pulled into the driveway of a strange little house.  He got out and walked over to help me out of the car.  Nothing looked familiar.

      “Where are we?”

      No reply.  He closed the car door, turned and started walking towards the front door of the house.  I evaluated my surroundings.  If I went inside, at least I could get his keys and leave him here.

      I followed him inside and was instantly mesmerized by the view, and the moonlight bouncing off the ocean.  I looked around and Moses was talking to a strange man in a dark suit.  I stepped a little closer so I could hear their conversation.

      “Sir, everything you requested is here.”

      “Thank you.”  Moses handed him what I presumed was a large tip.  Oh great, he’s going to dump me here and hired this man to take care of me.  I can’t even call for help, because I don’t know where I am.

      “Will there be anything else, sir?”  The gentleman asked.

      “No, thank you.”

      “Good night, Miss.”  I turned and gave a slight smile.  The assassin is always polite before he kills his mark.

      The strange man left and closed the door.  Now I was confused.  I turned around and saw Moses headed down the hall.  I waited a few minutes and followed him.  I stopped at the first open door and looked inside.  Lying on the beautiful bed, fully dressed, and asleep, was my husband.  I stood in the doorway smiling.  I walked over, took his shoes off, pulled the throw over him, and kissed him on the temple.

      I looked around the room and spotted a bag with my name on it.  I looked inside and pulled out the card, “Happy Date Night.”  He remembered.  I felt like an idiot.

      I opened the bag and found a little something from my favorite lingerie store, The Pink Duchess, and a bottle of Chanel parfum and body creme.  I took a shower, covered myself in the Chanel goodies and climbed into bed next to him.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Moses

      

      I STOOD IN THE DOORWAY watching her sleep, like I’ve done every night for the past month.  She’s a beautiful distraction.  I never thought I’d use that word to describe Alex.  In my first marriage, my wife wasn’t a factor when it came to my writing.

      Six months into the marriage, the intimacy began to fade.  At first, I figured it was an adjustment thing.  Then I thought there was something wrong with me, because it seemed I wanted sex more than she did.  It wasn’t until she became pregnant that an explanation was revealed.  It wasn’t me, or us, but her.  It’s not that Natalie didn’t want to have sex.  She just didn’t want to have it with me.

      Our poor sex life allowed me to channel that energy into my writing.  Now I have a different situation…a loving, passionate wife, who enjoys our lovemaking.  She’s exposed me to a different kind of energy.

      I heard Alex talking to Mom Connie about the lack of attention I’d been giving her lately.  She was confused and asked her what she could do to restore the intimacy.  The intimacy isn’t gone.  It’s not her, but me.  I can’t seem to grab hold of this book.  I’d been sitting in my office every day and night trying to write.  I had started six books and none of them was working.  I would get three chapters in and then draw a blank.  In the past, the tension came easy because I was drawing on personal feelings.  Now that I was in a great relationship, those negative feelings were foreign.  It was like I had forgotten how to tell a story.

      The pressure was on because my agent wanted a rough draft before we left for our honeymoon.  I needed more time, but I couldn’t ask Alex to push our honeymoon back.  Especially after I begged her to cut her buying trip short so we could take our trip.

      I also couldn’t apologize, because, it would make her feel horrible and this…my shutting her out wasn’t her fault.  It was no one’s fault.  It was a symptom of my trying to adjust to being happily married.  I was in a position that was foreign to me….a real partnership.  The first time I was married, it wasn’t a committed, loving partnership.  I’m not quite sure what it was, but it was nothing like what I had with Alex.  I may miss the mark on a few things when it came to being a husband, but this I knew for sure, if I said, I’m sorry, it would break her heart.  But if I showed her, I was sorry, that would mean more to her than any tangible gift I could give her.

      I walked over to the bottom of the bed, being careful not to wake Alex.  I gently removed the comforter from the bed and she shifted.  When she settled, she was lying on her back with the sheet just under her ribcage exposing her beautiful breasts and erect nipples.  My body got hard looking at her.  I wanted to strip the bed down and join her.

      I got down on my knees and kissed the bottom of her feet, but she didn’t move.  I eased my mouth along her calves, and she still didn’t move.  I parted her legs and she moved slightly.  I leaned on the edge of the bed and kissed the inside of her thigh and she shifted again.  I dragged my tongue along the inside of her hot thigh and she started to writhe.  I grabbed her upper thighs as I kissed my way up, and her body came alive as she began to dance and writhe.

      I blew on the beautiful dark curls and she let out a deep moan.  I eased my fingers inside the sea of black curls, teasing her core and she clutched the sheets breathing hard.  Watching her respond to my touch excited me.  I missed seeing her like this, on the edge of exploding.  I wanted to strip down and be where my fingers were.  She began to tighten around my fingers, and her hips started a sexy roll that pushed me closer to the edge.   Watching her body move erotically like that, sent a fire racing through my body.  I needed to be one with her.

      I lifted her legs and dove my fingers deeper inside.  I sensed her orgasm was right there.  I grabbed her nipple between my teeth and she cried out, “Oh God!”

      I gently tugged on her nipple again and her orgasm came hard.  She bucked against my fingers as I pushed deeper.  Watching her body move like that was a very powerful aphrodisiac.  I tried to remove my fingers, but she stopped me.  I continued stroking her core until she took off again.  She pulled my face up to hers and buried her tongue deep inside my mouth.

      She slid her hands down my back trying to push my pajamas off.  I broke the kiss and climbed out of bed.  She licked her lips and never took her eyes off me as I stripped.  She looked like a lustful heroine waiting to be serviced by the stable boy.  I immediately climbed on top of her, and rested my hips in between her hot thick thighs.  I lifted her hips, wrapped her legs around mine, and dove deep and hard inside her.  There was no need to go slow, because I didn’t think either of us could hold on any longer.

      God, she felt good.  I could feel her tighten and her breath started to get labored.  I didn’t want her to come again yet, not without me.  I wanted her next time to be with me.  She ran her delicate hands up and down my body, and it was like a fire stick moving along my skin.  Every stroke she made, sent me closer to the edge.

      She grabbed my behind, pushed me deeper inside and I almost lost it.  I lifted her legs, dove my tongue deeper inside her mouth, and then I felt it.  She was just about to let go and I stopped.  I raised up and looked at her.  She was beautiful and in a state of orgasmic bliss.  She slowly opened her eyes, and I saw it.  Forgiveness.  I didn’t need to say the words because her eyes said more in that moment than I could ever say.  We were one again.

      I crushed my mouth against hers, and buried myself deep inside her warm heat and she crashed, taking me with her.  We road that joint orgasm until we finally floated back down.  I rolled over on to my back and pulled her on top of me, cupped her face in my hands and said one word, “Passion.”

      “Exactly.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Chloe

      

      I AM SO READY TO have this baby.  I stopped wearing knickers a couple of weeks ago because I spent most of my time  on the toilet.  Besides, I couldn’t see my feet, to slip them on.

      Whoever said being pregnant was wonderful, must have been sedated, or a man.  I remembered when I started my day with a few cups of strong black coffee.  Now, it was green tea and a couple of Tums.  I wouldn’t need the Tums if Parker would stop demanding crap.  Really, who likes anchovy and mozzarella omelets with guacamole?  I eat this disgusting concoction a few times a week and he’s happy.  It was only when I tried eating normal that he squawked.

      I really miss steak.  As soon as Parker gets here, I promised myself a big steak with a slice of aged roquefort and truffle pomme frites.  And for dessert, warm chocolate soufflé with vanilla cream gelato.  Oh yeah.  I started to stand up and, “WHAT THE CRAP!  Parker, Mommy said she was going to eat that after you get here.”  I braced my hands on the bed for leverage and started to stand up again.  “WHAT THE…”I quickly sat down and picked up my phone.  I scrolled through the contacts and pressed the number. “Hey…uhm, can you come over…no, I’m not stuck in the chair smart ass…my folks are on an overnighter and I’m just not feeling well…no, I’m not in labor…I just want some company…okay, thanks…when you get here I’ll buzz you…oh you do…okay, I’m upstairs…thanks.”  I hung up.

      Twenty minutes later, I heard footsteps hurriedly tapping across the hardwood floor towards my room and suddenly stop.

      “You know I don’t believe that crap about being lonely,” Bas announced.  He walked toward me with a smirk on his face.

      “Bas, you came.”

      “I assume I was your last resort.”

      “No, smart ass.  Come over here and help me up, please.”

      He walked over, grabbed my hands and I started to stand up.  “Uhm…sit me back down.”  He eased me back down on the bed.

      “What’s going on?”

      “Just a little cramp.”  He reached in his pocket for his phone.  “Who are you calling?”

      “Alex.”

      “No.”

      “Chloe, it’s clear…”

      “Don’t call Alex.”

      “She’d have my head if I didn’t call her.”

      “I don’t want to interrupt their weekend.”  He looked at me, not smiling.  “It’s probably just indigestion.”

      “Indigestion?”

      “Yeah.  It was probably that anchovy breakfast burrito.”  I rubbed my stomach.

      “Is that as disgusting as it sounds?”

      I started laughing.  “I know it sounds bad, but my little boy has a thing for anchovies and eggs.”

      He shook his head, laughing.  “You’re kidding, right?”

      “No.”

      He pulled the chair next to the bed, took his jacket off and sat down.  “So, what other disgusting things is my little godson demanding?”

      I looked at Bas and thought, man, maybe another place and time, we might have…”Uhm…seems he likes guacamole, spicy hot wings, pizza with extra cheese, sausage, anchovies, onions, jalapeños and pineapple.”

      “What?”  he laughed louder.  “What is going on in there?  Sounds like someone has been to quite a few happy hours.”

      My mouth dropped open and I thought back to the times Orlando and I had sex.  “Oh, my God.”

      “What…another pain?”

      I grabbed his hand and smiled.  “No.  I just did a little instant replay.  The times Orlando and I had sex sort of coincide with the nights he’d been out with his little girlfriend.  The weird food is…”

      “They probably hit a lot of clubs and bars.”

      “My baby is a bar food junkie.”  We laughed.  “Oh…that was a sharp one.”

      “I think we need to go to the hospital.”

      “Can you stay with me until my mom gets back?”

      “I was going to ask, why are you here alone?  Where’s TD or Tucker?”

      “I knew I wasn’t going anywhere, so I gave TD the weekend off.”

      “And Tucker?”

      “It’s his girlfriend’s birthday.”  He nodded.  “My mom and dad have been underfoot all week.  So I begged them to give me a little space.”

      “Do you think this sudden burst of compassion was a wise move?”

      “Yes, but I didn’t know it was the housekeeper’s day off.”  He laughed out loud.

      “What were you going to do if I hadn’t picked up?”

      “I hadn’t figured that out yet.”

      He grabbed my hand.  “Tell you what.  How about I order a couple of pizzas.  A normal one for me and a disgusting one for you, and we’ll watch a movie or play cards.”

      “Extra anchovies and pineapple?”

      “Yes.”

      “Thanks.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Alex

      

      I’VE MISSED BEING LIKE THIS with Moses.   After last night and this morning, I knew we were back in sync.  I ran my finger along his carved chest and my mind filled with some wicked thoughts.  I straddled his lap, cupped his face in my hands and kissed him.

      “I’ve been thinking, maybe we should push our honeymoon back.”

      “Where did that come from?”

      “You’ve been working really hard and I don’t want…”

      He grabbed my hips and pulled me closer.  “What’s going on?”

      “I don’t want you to feel pressured to finish your book just so…it’s not like we…I mean, we’re having a great little getaway and I don’t have to have…”

      “Be quiet.”  He sighed.  “This is why I didn’t say anything to you.”

      “What’s going on?”

      “I’ve been having problems with the book.”

      “What kind of problems?”

      “I can’t get an angle.  I’ve started six books and none of them is working.”

      “Baby, why didn’t you…is that why you’ve been hiding in your office?”

      “Yes and no,”  he exhaled. “In the past, it was easy.  I’d lock myself up in my office and hammer out a book in no time.  But for some reason, I’m having a challenge.”

      I tucked my hair behind my ears and asked the question I think we both knew the answer to.  “Is it me?”

      “Yes.”

      My heart sank to my feet.  I started to get up and he pulled me back down.  I couldn’t look at him.  I had broken him.  I was the reason he was unhappy.  He lifted my chin up and I tried to fight the tears sitting on my eye lids.  “This is why I didn’t want to say anything.”  He kissed my forehead and the tears came.  “Baby, it’s not…”  He pulled me to his chest and rubbed my back.

      “I killed your muse.”  I cried.

      “You didn’t kill my muse.”

      I sat up.  “You can’t write.  What else am I supposed…”

      He wiped my wet cheeks.  “I have been trying to write like I used to, and I can’t.”

      I sniffled.  “I don’t understand.”

      “I was angry and hurt, and I used those emotions to write.  Now, my life is perfect and I can’t connect with those emotions anymore.”

      “So, it is me?”

      “Yes.  I thought if I isolated myself from you, I could access those feelings, but I can’t.”

      I sniffled again.  “So, you need something new.”

      “You think.”  His sarcasm was refreshing.  “I’m sorry.  It’s just, I know once I connect with the right emotion or character, the words will come.”

      “I’ve got an idea.”  I smiled.   “I know you don’t write romance.”

      “I’m not writing…”

      “Hear me out.”  I patted his chest.  “You’re brilliant at suspense.  Why not try a romantic suspense.”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “All you need to do is add a hot woman, a lot of steamy kisses and some really great sex scenes.  I’d be willing to help with your research.”  I smiled.

      “I’m sure you would, but no.” He smiled.

      “Listen.  The story could revolve around a couple of brothers or cousins in love with the same woman who’s been arrested for murder.”

      “Keep talking.”

      “Maybe set it in Texas.”

      “Cowboys?  I don’t think…”

      “Not cowboys, oil tycoons.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “Baby, trust me this is a good idea.”

      “Oilmen fighting over a woman?”

      “Okay, if not oilmen, how about one’s a cop…a Texas Ranger and the other is a drug dealer.  Both are in love with the same woman.”

      “I like that.”  He nodded.  “That could be good.  Maybe she was in love with the cop, but the drug dealer blackmailed her into marrying him?”

      “Exactly.”  I started to get up.

      “Where are you going?”

      “To get your iPad so you can take some notes.”

      He pulled me back.  “I think we need to work on the opening love scene.”

      “Really?”  I smiled.

      He rolled me onto my back, climbed on top of me and kissed me.  “I think I’m going to need a lot of research in order for me to get this book done before we leave.  Can you handle that?”  He kissed me again.

      “Does this mean I’m your research assistant or muse?”

      “Both.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Chloe

      

      I WOKE UP AND REALIZED I wasn’t in bed alone.  It had been a while since I shared my bed with a man.  I looked at Bas and realized whoever gets him, is getting a good man.

      I needed to pee.  I just knew I was headed to the hospital yesterday, but things settled down and I felt a lot better.  I pulled the comforter back and everything was wet.  I must have peed in my sleep.  I swung my legs over the side of the bed and tried to get up.  “HOLY CRAP!”

      Bas jumped up.  “What’s wrong?”

      “IT HURTS!”

      He jumped out of bed and ran around to my side.  “What’s wrong?” he asked again.

      “I think my water broke.”  I looked up and started laughing.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “You have bed head.”

      He grabbed his head. “I’m glad I can make you laugh.”  He brushed his jaw.  “Okay, what do we do?”

      “Here,” I handed him my phone.  “Call my doctor and he’ll be here in twenty minutes.”

      “Do we have twenty minutes?”

      “CRAP!  CRAP!  CRAP!  JUST CALL HIM!”  He pressed the number and put it on speaker.

      “Hello.”  The groggy, deep voice answered.

      “Dr. Jameson, it’s Chloe Jacobs.  I think my water broke.”

      “Where are you?”

      “My parents’ house.”

      “Are you alone?”

      “No, my friend Bas is here with me.”

      “Put him on the phone.”

      “Hello doctor.”

      “Has her water broken?”

      “She woke up and everything was wet.  Before we called you she had a couple of sharp pains.”

      “Okay.”

      “Yesterday, she was complaining of pains.”

      “Those were probably early contractions.  When was the last sharp pain?” he asked.

      “Right before you picked up.”

      “CRAP!  WHAT THE…”

      “Can you get her to the hospital?”

      “When?”

      “I’m leaving now, and I’ll meet you at Cedar’s.  She’s already pre-admitted.  Bye.”

      I placed the phone on the bedside chest.  “You heard him.  We need to go.”

      “I’m not going anywhere until I brush my teeth and run a comb through my hair.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “Have you looked at yourself?” I teased.
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      “Bas,” I grabbed his hand.  “There’s something I need you to know.”

      “What?”

      “I asked for the good drugs.”  He started laughing. “This isn’t funny.  I’m serious.  There’s no way I’m delivering this big head baby without the good drugs.”

      “A big head?  What makes you think…”

      “You saw Orlando.  I’m pretty sure my son has that head.  WHAT THE CRAP!” I squeezed his hand.  “WHAT THE CRAP!”

      “What’s with all the yelling?”  Dr. Jameson asked as he walked into my room.  “The nurses are out there drawing straws to see who has to come in here and help me.”

      “Not funny, doctor.”

      “So, how are we doing?” Dr. Jameson asked.

      “WHERE ARE MY DRUGS?” I demanded.

      “Let me see what’s going on first.”  He walked to the front of the bed, placed my feet in the stirrups, pulled the sheet back and went on his little exploration.  “Oh my.”

      “OH MY.  WHAT THE CRAP!”  He lowered my feet and pulled the sheet back down.  Then he read my chart and the baby’s heart rate monitor.  “WHERE ARE MY DRUGS?”  I demanded again.

      “Where’s your mother?” he asked.

      “She’s on her way.  She and Daddy went to…WHAT THE CRAP!”

      “They’re on their way from Napa.  I called them after we hung up with you,” Bas replied.

      “Is he your birthing coach?”

      “No.  My birthing coach is out of town.”

      He turned to Bas.  “We need to get you ready.”

      “For what?”

      “From the looks of things, unless her coach is around the corner, she’s going to need your help.”

      “What!  I don’t know nothing…”

      “I hear it all the time.  You don’t know nothin’ ‘bout birthing babies.  It’s a good thing I do.  I need you to help her.”  All the color drained from Bas’ face.  “Son, now is not the time for you to panic.”

      Bas grabbed his knees and started breathing hard.  “Where are the good drugs?” he asked.

      “You’ll be fine.”

      “Not for me.  For her.  There’s no way I can do this without her being on drugs.”

      “Come with me, and we’ll get you changed.”  He followed the doctor to the sitting area of my suite.  I tried to hear their conversation, but I couldn’t..  A few seconds later I heard the door close.

      “BAS!…BAS!…BAS!”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Bas

      

      “WOULD YOU STOP SCREAMING LIKE a crazy woman?”

      “What’s going on?”

      “I’m calling Alex.” It went straight to voice mail. I pressed the other number frantically waiting for someone to answer.

      “Hey man, what’s up?”

      “Where’s Alex?” I was trying to be calm.

      “She’s right here.  Hold on.  Sweetheart, it’s Bas.”

      “What’s up?” she asked.

      “WHY AREN’T YOU ANSWERING YOUR PHONE?!”

      “Why are you yelling at me?”

      I took a deep breath.  “Where are you?”

      “Newport Beach.  Why, what’s up?”

      “Chloe’s in labor.”

      “What?  She’s not due for a month.”

      “Well I’m standing in a luxury birthing suite in scrubs.”

      “Why?”

      “BECAUSE YOU AREN’T HERE!”

      “Calm down.  Where’s her mother?”

      I started pacing.  “On her way from Napa.”

      “Call my mom.”

      “I’VE BEEN TRYING BUT, SHE’S NOT ANSWERING!”

      “Calm down.  We’re on our way.  Where’s the doctor?”

      “I don’t know.  He told me to get changed and he’d be back.”  I walked further down the hall.  “We’ve got a problem.”

      “Is something wrong with the baby?”

      “The doctor said it’s too late for drugs.”

      “WHAT!”

      “Alex, that’s my ear.”

      “Tell me everything.”

      “When I told the doctor her parents were on the way, he said when they get here their grandson would be here to welcome them.”

      “Oh crap.  Did you bring her bags?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I need you to calm down.  I packed a lot of those flameless candles, a pillow, an iPad with a playlist and some pictures.  Put everything around the room, and then dim the lights.  Once she’s calmed down, tell her about the drugs.  I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

      “Hurry.”I walked back into the room.

      “WHERE ARE MY DRUGS?”
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      “You look good like that.”  Chloe smiled.

      “He’s big.”  I sat rocking Parker.  “Especially his head.”  We laughed.

      “Ouch.  Don’t make me laugh.”

      “Sorry.  The doctor said you’re going to be sore for a little while.”

      “If I had the energy, I’d kick you and him both.”

      “It’s not my fault he had to cut you.  Blame it on your big head baby daddy.” We laughed.

      “Look at all that hair.”  I placed him in Chloe’s arms.  “My grandmother says it’s the hair that causes the indigestion and heart burn.  I thought it was the anchovies.”

      “Don’t fool yourself. The anchovies played their part too.”  We laughed.

      “I told you, it hurts when I laugh.”  She brushed Parker’s hair and looked at me.  “Thank you.  I couldn’t have done this without you.”

      I kissed her forehead.  “Don’t fool yourself.  That was all you.  I think it was knowing there were no drugs that helped.”  He laughed.

      “I told you, don’t make me laugh.”

      I heard a knock on the door.  “Can we come in?” We looked at the doorway and it was Alex and Moses.

      “I see Bas is still alive, so I take it everything went well,” Alex teased, as they approached the bed.    Alex kissed Chloe on the forehead.

      “Meet your godson, Parker Alexander Sebastian Jacobs.”  Chloe looked at me and winked.

      “Can I hold him?”  Alex took him out of her arms.  “Hi Parker.  I’m your Auntie Alex and this is your Uncle Moses.  Chloe, he’s beautiful.  Look at all that hair.  What happened?”

      “After my last call, Parker got a little impatient.  I walked back in here and the doctor said it was time to push, but…”  I looked at Chloe and we started laughing.  “His head got stuck.  The doctor had to do an episiotomy.”

      “And then he slid out,” Chloe finished my statement.

      “What are his stats?” Moses asked.

      “Ten pounds, twelve ounces, twenty two inches,” I replied.

      “Dang, Chloe.  It’s a wonder he was able to come out,” Alex teased.

      “Can I hold him?” Moses asked.  Alex placed Parker in his arms.  “Look Baby, he’s smiling.”

      She brushed the side of Moses’ face and kissed him.  “Makes you want one of your own.”

      He kissed her.  “In time.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Alex

      

      WHEN WE GOT MARRIED, MOSES said we’d wait about six weeks before taking our honeymoon.  Well, six weeks turned into almost six months.  After comparing our schedules, the only free time we both had was early summer.  I didn’t want to wait that long, so I made the sacrifice and skipped Paris fashion week so we could take our honeymoon before our first anniversary.  I tried to make it seem like I was making a huge effort, but who was I kidding?  The choice was easy.  As much as I love what I do, I love my husband much more.

      Moses planned everything.  I was pretty much open…except for no camping, nothing too rustic, and cell service and WiFi were a must.

      We’re in a much better place since our little getaway.  He no longer hides out in his office and I only stay late at the store a couple of nights a week.  On the nights I work late, Moses comes and works in my office while I’m down on the sales floor.  And when we’re home, he only works a couple of hours after dinner.  He said he’s gotten his writing mojo back.

      He met his deadline, but he didn’t let me read the rough draft of his new book. But, he said his editor and agent were pleased with his new style.  I was excited because it meant neither of us had a reason not to have an amazing stress free trip.

      We flew back to New York after Milan Fashion Week, but we had to immediately fly out to LaCasa because Dionne was in labor.  I really wanted to be there for her, especially since I missed coaching Chloe with Parker.  Thanks to Dionne’s extended labor, we were able to make it to the hospital before she gave birth.  After eighteen hours of labor, beautiful baby girl, Ella Simone Burke, arrived.  She had her mother’s reddish brown hair, her dad’s coloring and her Aunt Chloe’s lungs.  I think she was the loudest baby in the nursery.  We spent the day with the new family, sealed up the house, and headed back to New York.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Moses promised our honeymoon would be romantic.  He also said the location was so private, we could be clothes-free if we chose.  He also said it would be restful.  I don’t know how much rest we’ll get, because I am as frisky as a cat in heat.  I came up with this brilliant idea that we should abstain the week before our honeymoon, so it would almost be like our wedding night.  What was I thinking?  

      Moses had been torturing me all week.  Prancing around the house half naked, rubbing up against me in bed, sending me sexy love notes, offering to wash my back in the shower, and kissing that sweet spot behind my ear.  I almost broke a couple of days ago.  I went down to his office and let him feel me up.  Just as his hand was about to hit my sweet spot, I backed off.  I think he may have gotten a little upset with me, but I really wanted our honeymoon to be special.

      Then to make it worse, he offered to make me a member of the PJ Mile High Club.  His reasoning was, once we boarded the plane, we were officially on our honeymoon.  I almost took him up on his offer,  but I really wanted our first honeymoon encounter to be at the resort.  Not over the friendly skies.  However, I did plan to earn my membership on the return flight.

      The resort sent a Maybach to pick us up.  The minute the car took off, I broke.  I raised the privacy screen and climbed onto Moses’ lap.  From the way he felt pressing against me, he was ready to get our honeymoon started as well.

      I crushed my lips against his, buried my tongue deep inside his mouth, and kissed him hard.  I slipped my hands under his shirt, brushed his nipple and his breath caught.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Enjoying myself.”  I kissed his neck.

      “I thought you wanted to wait until we got to the resort?”

      I moved my mouth up to his ear and whispered, “I’m not wearing knickers,” followed by a gentle tug on his ear with my teeth.

      He eased his hands under my dress and cleared his throat.  “So you aren’t.”

      I scooted up closer on his lap, eased my hand down the front of his shorts and whispered, “Baby, please, I really…”

      “Don’t start something you aren’t prepared to finish,” he warned.

      “I’m prepared.”  I kissed him.

      “I thought you wanted to wait?”

      I leaned back, untied my dress and watched as his eyes got darker.  “Wanna play?”  I tilted my head, licked my lips and gave him a wicked smile.

      He looked me up and down.  Those gorgeous light brown eyes were dark as coal, meaning he was aroused.  “I see someone went shopping.”

      “Like it?”  I brushed my finger along the light blue lace covering my breast.

      “They’re…I mean it’s…uhm…”

      I bit my bottom lip, pressed myself against him, and whispered, “It’s our honeymoon, and I want you to…”

      “I think you were right.  We should wait until we get to the resort.”

      I leaned back and looked at him.  “Are you serious?”

      “Yes.  You said you wanted to wait until we got to the resort to make love.”

      I climbed off his lap, adjusted my clothes, and sat on the other end of the seat.  He reached for my hand and I pushed his hand away.  “No touching until we get to the resort.”  How dare he take my words literally.  I crossed my legs, put on my sunglasses, and looked out the window.

      The car pulled up in front of the resort and I was awestruck to see such a beautiful place so close to the jungles of Africa.  The remoteness was perfect for a honeymoon.  The driver got out, opened Moses’ door.  He got out, walked around and helped me out of the car.

      He closed the door.  “Welcome to the Seychelles.”

      “Thank you.”  I looked around the exterior and it was beautiful. “It looks just like the website.”  I refused to let my excitement show because I was still a little upset about what didn’t happen in the car.  Moses tried to reach for my hand, but I brushed past him.  “Where’s the lobby?”

      He smiled.  “Follow the stone pathway.”

      I followed the stones to the large single door, and the driver followed behind us with the bags.  I looked up, and there was an average height, dark skinned, bald gentleman dressed in a white short sleeve shirt and white linen city shorts.

      “Good afternoon Mr. and Mrs. Adair.  I’m Elijah, your Butler.”  He shook our hands.

      “Hello,” I replied, and continued inside.

      “Hello, Elijah,” Moses said.

      “How was your flight, sir?”

      “Smooth,” Moses answered.

      “You’re all checked in.  Here are your keys.”  He handed Moses the keys.

      “Thank you.”

      I looked around the beautiful villa.  It was just as Moses said…spacious, private with a pool and a small kitchen.  There was a very small garden between our villa and the beach, giving us just the right amount of privacy when we were on the lower patio.

      “I’ll have Daniel take your bags to the main dressing room.  Everything has been arranged per your instructions.”

      “Thank you,” Moses replied.

      A petite, dark, mature woman appeared.  She was in a white linen short sleeved smock dress, holding a bamboo tray with two tropical looking drinks.  “This is Ona, your housekeeper.”

      “Hello.” I smiled.

      “Hello.”  She smiled and stepped closer, and presented us the tray.  We each took a glass.

      “Thank you.  What is it?” I asked.

      “White sangria,” Ona replied.

      “This is good.”

      “Thank you,” Moses said.

      I hoped Ona wouldn’t be popping up like that for the next couple of weeks.  Once I was over being ticked with Moses, I planned on being a spontaneous, wild honeymooner.

      “Will there be anything else?” Elijah asked.

      Moses looked at me. “Babe, do you need anything?”

      The only thing I need is for him to do what he refused to do in the car.  “Not right now.”  I walked over and stood next to Moses.  He tried to grab my hand and I brushed it away.  “Is the restaurant still open for lunch?”

      “Yes, I can arrange a table for you.  What time?”

      I looked at Moses.  “I want to shower and change, about an hour.”

      “I’ll get right on it.”

      “Thank you,” Moses replied.

      Elijah handed each of us a cream business card and an iPhone.  “Use these to reach me for anything.  We don’t make our guest fit our schedule.  We are here for you.  When you want the room cleaned, room service, a car, call me, and I’ll send Ona to tidy things up, and Daniel will take you wherever you want to go.”

      Moses and I looked at each other.  I felt a lot better knowing Ona wouldn’t be popping up unannounced.  “Thank you,” we said in unison.

      “Enjoy your stay.  While you are at lunch, Ona and I will get you unpacked.”

      “That won’t be…”

      “Mrs. Adair, we are at your service.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I’ll go handle your lunch reservation, and we will return to get you settled.”

      “Thank you,” we said in unison as he opened the door and they left.

      “So, what do you think?” Moses asked.

      “It’s beautiful.  Where’s the bathroom?”  I started to walk away.

      “Are you still upset with me?”  He grabbed my hand, pulled me to his chest and wrapped his hands around my waist.

      He kissed my neck and my breath caught.  “Stop Moses…” He kissed my neck again.  “Moses…”

      “Do you really want me to stop?” he hummed.  He eased his hands down the side of my legs and under my skirt.  The heat of his large hands traveled up my behind and made it difficult for me to stay angry.  “You said,” he kissed my shoulder, and the feel of his lips connecting with my skin sent a shudder down my spine.  He squeezed my behind and my resolve started to crack.  Damn him.  He knows I like it when he does that.  “When we got here, we could…”

      “Shut up.”  I wrapped my arms around his neck and crushed my lips against his.

      He lifted me up and walked us into the bedroom.  We fell onto the bed, rolling around, kissing and touching, and then the phone rang with a familiar ringtone.  “What the crap!”  He started laughing.  “Ignore it.”  I tried to pull him back down.

      He climbed off me, stood up and took his shirt off.  The phone kept ringing.  “If you don’t answer it, she’ll just call me.”  He walked into the bathroom.

      “Not fair,” I shouted.

      “Answer your phone.”

      I got up and answered my phone.  “Hi Mama…we just checked in…it’s beautiful…uhm, we were…no…going to get lunch…uh-huh, uh-huh…how was it…really…is that what you all think…uh-huh, uh-huh…that was nice of him…you did, okay…okay…I trust you guys…we will…I will…let her know, thanks…love you…bye.”  I pressed the End Call button, tossed my phone onto the bed, started undressing while I hurried into the bathroom.  I looked up and Moses was drying off.

      “How’s Mom Connie?”

      “She sends her love.”  I started fumbling with his towel.  “Can you wash my back?”

      He kissed me.  “Later.”

      I stepped back and looked at him.  “What’s going on?”

      He walked out to the bedroom, opened his suitcase and pulled out a sarong.  He dropped his towel and my eyes immediately traveled the length of him. I’d lost my train of thought as I was looking at him, covering his naked body in lotion.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Uhm…”  I shook my head.  “Why don’t you want to make love?”

      “What?”

      “You know what…forget it…I’m going to take a shower.”

      My shower was the perfect pick me up after that sixteen hour flight.  For my first day in paradise, I put on a bright yellow Eres bikini bottom and my pink and white sarong tied around my neck.  I grabbed my sunglasses and headed out to join Moses.

      When I got to the doorway leading outside, I looked up and froze.  The view was even more spectacular framing my gorgeous dark chocolate husband.  My eyes weren’t sure what to focus on…Moses or the clear ocean view.  I took a deep breath and decided it was no contest…him.  He turned around, smiled, and motioned for me to join him.  I started walking toward him and he met me half way, wrapped his arms around me and kissed me.

      “Hey, Beautiful.  How was your shower?”

      I sighed and tossed my head back, “Much needed.”

      “Ready to grab some lunch?” He asked.

      The only thing I wanted to grab wasn’t in a restaurant.  I sighed.  “Sure.”

      He took my hand and we walked down the side path towards the restaurant.  This really was a beautiful place.  I looked up and saw the sign for the restaurant.  We continued a little further and were met by Elijah.

      “Mr. and Mrs. Adair.  Your table is ready.  Follow me.”

      We followed Elijah out to an enclosed cabana.  I looked at Moses and he smiled.  “This is beautiful.”

      “Your husband said he wanted something special for your first meal,” Elijah announced.

      I covered my mouth with my hands.  I felt like an idiot.  This was why he was acting so strange.

      “I thought a picnic would be nice,”  Moses took my hand and helped me down onto one of the cushions.

      “Does everything meet with your approval, sir?”

      “It’s perfect, Elijah.  Thank you.”

      “I’ll tell the chef you’re here, and to send out your first course.” Elijah walked away.

      I looked around the cabana, admiring the beautiful fabrics and decor.  It was very romantic.  Moses filled my glass and handed it to me.  “Thank you.”

      “Here’s to an incredible honeymoon.”  He leaned his glass toward mine and I stopped him.

      “Can I say something?”

      “Sure.”

      I was silent for a few moments.  “I’m sorry about the way I behaved.  It’s just…”

      “Shhh…”  He kissed me.

      “No.  I have to say this.  I love you, and I don’t want you to ever think I’m ungrateful.  I apologize for acting like a brat.  It’s just, I’m so freakin’ frisky…” I covered my mouth and smiled.  “Did I say that out loud?”

      “Come here.”  I scooted close to him and he kissed me.  “Me, too.”

      “Let’s hurry with lunch and get this honeymoon started.” I smiled.

      “Eat up, you’ll need the strength,” he teased.

      “Is that a promise?”

      “It’s a statement of fact.”  We clinked our glasses.

      “Best toast, Baby.”  I smiled.

      After lunch, we walked back to the villa.  I was still kicking myself for acting like such a brat.  My husband had gone way out of his way to make our first day here special.

      “Do you want anything?” he asked.

      The only thing I want is for him to… “ No, I’m fine.”

      “I’ll be right back.  I’ll meet you on the lounge.”  He kissed me and went inside.  I turned, and started walking and noticed a few stray white rose petals.  I kept walking and the trail of rose petals increased.  I looked up and there were even more petals leading to a huge puddle arranged like a rug.  I took my sandals off and gingerly stepped onto the petals and they were cool, sending a chill up my legs.  I looked to the side and saw a small table with a bottle of champagne, two glasses and strawberries.

      Maybe this was a honeymooner’s surprise from the resort.  Suddenly, I heard soft music and felt Moses hands ease around my waist pulling me to him.  His plans for the rest of the day were clear by the care in which he arranged this surprise.

      He kissed my neck and the intoxicating scent of his cologne and natural pheromones made me weak in the knees.  “It was so difficult not giving in to you earlier.”  He inched closer and whispered.  “I have been dreaming about our first night here.”

      My body instantly reacted to his confession.  My sarong felt tight and uncomfortable lying across my breasts.  He slid his hot hands inside the opening of my sarong and cupped my swollen breasts.  My heart began to race.  Then he brushed the tip of his thumbs across my hard nipples and I fell back against his chest.  I bit my bottom lip, savoring the pleasurable feeling.  “I…I…I…”

      “Shhh..” He rubbed the hard nubs between his fingers and a jolt traveled to my core.

      “Uhm…what…what…”  I forgot I wanted to ask him something.  I covered his hands pressing them against my swollen breasts.  The sensual motion aroused me even more.  He tweaked one of my nipples again, and I gasped.  His obvious arousal was pressed against my behind.  “Oh God…I…I want…”  I was on the verge of exploding.  “Baby…please…”  The kneading and teasing were almost too much to handle.  My body tightened.  I opened my mouth to scream, but there were no words, just deep moans.

      “I have been picturing your beautiful naked body on a bed of white rose petals, under the stars as we made love.”

      “I…I…”

      “Then I started imagining how your cries of pleasure would sound with the ocean as your back up.”  What is he doing to me?  He knows his words are an aphrodisiac for me.  He eased his hot hand down my stomach inside my bright yellow bikini bottom.  He teased my dark curls and I almost came undone.

      “Baby…I…I…”  I don’t know how I ended up naked on the bed of cool, white rose petals.  I tried to open my eyes, but I couldn’t.

      “In my dream, it was a long, slow journey into ecstasy.”  He kissed my neck and whispered a simple request.  “Open for me, Baby.  Let me take you high.”

      I couldn’t breathe, let alone speak.  I nodded my answer, and felt his hot hands on my thighs as he pulled them apart.  The anticipation of his taking me to that place of pleasure made my heart race even faster. He kissed the inside of my thigh and my body started to spasm.  “Baby,” I cried out.  This fantasy of his was both torture and pleasure.  He eased his fingers inside my sweet spot, and my body began to writhe to the rhythm of his touch.

      “Not yet,” he whispered.

      Not yet.  I’m about to jump off the ledge, and he says, “Not yet.”  His fingers traveled deeper and I cried out again.  I pressed down on his hand, because I needed him to stay right there.  I needed him to stroke that spot until I crossed over.

      “Oh, God, yes!” I was right about to cross over, and he stopped.  It was like he snatched my orgasm back, dangling it in front of me like a worm on a hook in front of a fish.  I could see it, but I couldn’t reach it, not yet.

      “All night, remember,” he whispered.

      My body was in full duress and I wanted, no I needed, to let go.  I was shaking and breathing hard.  I knew I couldn’t hold on much longer.  He took one of my breasts in his mouth, taunting and teasing me.  He gently bit on my nipple and I started to crack.  Oh, God…forget the all night.  I needed to let go now.

      I covered his hand and pressed it harder against my sweet spot hoping to get my release. “Please, Baby…I need to…”

      “Almost.”

      “I…I…can’t…”

      “Shhh…look at me.”  With every bit of energy I had, I opened my eyes.  “God, you’re beautiful.”  I felt my mouth turn up into a smile.  “The other part of my dream, was to share your orgasm.  The two shall become one.  This first time, I want us to get there together.”

      I cupped his face, pulled him down to me, and took his mouth in a hard kiss.  “Whatever you desire.”

      He removed his sarong, rested his hips against mine and wrapped my legs around his waist.  “I want every piece of you.  Don’t hold anything back.”  He held my hands down against the cool, white rose petals, and buried himself deep inside my core, serving up a powerful rhythm.

      “I love how you feel wrapped around me.”

      He grabbed one of my dark nubs between his teeth and the intense pleasure sent a jolt to my core.  “Oh, God,” I cried out. He moved his mouth to the other nub, and it was even more powerful.

      “I want it all.”  He kissed that hot wet spot between both breasts and I arched up into his mouth.  I wanted to touch him but he wouldn’t let me.  My desire was rising with every push he made.  The harder and deeper he went, the closer I got to the edge.

      “Baby, I…”

      He let go of my hands, and I grabbed his behind.  I pushed him deeper until I felt myself tighten around him.  Suddenly he stopped moving and looked at me.  “Don’t hold back.”

      He raised my hips to his and started moving again.  He dove deeper, and harder, and there it was.  “Yes!” I went over the edge and took Moses with me.

      My entire body was throbbing.  I tried to open my eyes and move, but I couldn’t.  Moses collapsed on top of me.   We were both breathing hard.

      I brushed the beads of sweat along his temple, and kissed his shoulder. We lay still, waiting for our bodies to float back down.  I had been pleasured from top to bottom.  I eased my hands down his back, caressing his tight behind.  After a few seconds, he rolled over onto the cool, white petals and pulled me to his side.

      “I had…a…first…day dream,…too.”  I confessed as I stroked his sculpted chest.

      Breathing hard.  “What…was…it?”

      I eased my hand down the front of his carved wet body, along the inside of his thigh and he flinched.  “I…I…pictured…us…making…love…all…night…under…, I breathed deep, “…the stars.”

      A sweet smile rose to his lips.  “I like it…when…my dreams…come…true.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Chloe

      

      “HELLO, LITTLE MOMMY.”

      “Hi, Bas.”

      “Is my godson up for some company?”

      “I don’t know about him, but I could use some.”

      “I’ll bring lunch.”

      “That would be nice.  I think the nanny is tired of talking to me,” I laughed.

      “See you in an hour.  Bye.”

      I looked at Parker.  “Your Uncle Bas is on his way with lunch.  He said he’s coming to see you.  However, Mommy thinks it’s female trouble.  We’ll see.”

      Parker and I finished our walk around the side of the house to the patio.  I sat down and opened the buffet for Parker.  I brushed his cheek and smiled.  “God, please don’t let me screw up my son.”

      “Anyone home?” the deep voice called out.

      “We’re over here.”  I stood up.

      Bas walked over, and kissed me on the cheek.  “Hey, little man.”  He brushed Parker’s arm and he yawned.  “Am I keeping you up?” He smiled.

      “He just finished lunch.  Want to hold him?”

      “Sure.”

      “Sit down.”  I waited for him to sit down, then I walked over and placed Parker in his arms.  “Be careful.”

      “Did you forget I helped deliver him?”

      “I’m sorry.”  I brushed Parker’s forehead.

      “Little man, your mommy forgot, you and I are old friends.”

      “How’s Kendell?”

      “Why would you ask me that?”

      “The bag.”  I pointed to the white and orange Tangerine Spice shopping bag.

      “I had Kim pick up lunch.”

      I placed the food containers on the table.  “Still can’t bring yourself to go over there?”

      “That’s not it.”  He looked down at Parker, then back at me.  “I saw her yesterday…with her new man.”

      “What?”  I opened the containers.  “Are you sure it wasn’t a vendor?”

      “I don’t go around jamming my tongue down my vendor’s throats.”

      “What? Dish.”  I put a forkful of salad in my mouth, chewed and swallowed.

      “I went over to pick up some lunch and figured I’d miss Kendell if I parked in the back.  The joke was on me.  When I pulled into the parking lot, I saw this couple going at it.  As I got closer, I realized it was Kendell and some guy.”

      I started choking and sipped some water.  “Kendell?”

      “Yep.  He had his tongue so far down her throat, he could touch her appendix.”

      I repeated my question.  “Kendell?”

      “That’s what I said.”

      “Who’s the guy?”

      “I don’t know.  They were leaned up against a black Porsche.”

      “Really?”  I put another forkful of salad into my mouth.

      “LawJack.”

      “What did he look like?”

      “Shorter than me, kind of stocky.”

      “Yellow, with a mustache?”

      “You know him?”  He sipped his water.

      “Sounds like Jackson Young.”

      “Who is he?

      “His father is Clarence Young.  He has one of the largest law firms in the city.”  I sipped my iced tea.  “He’s a jerk.”  Bas started laughing.  “Did I say that out loud?”

      “Yes.”

      “It’s the truth.  He tried to hit on me.”

      “He’s not your type.”

      I smiled.  “How do you know my type?”

      “Hello, how long have we been friends?”

      “Point taken.”  I sipped more iced tea.  “Interesting.  I heard a rumor he was sexually fluid.”  Bas started choking and patting his chest.  “Don’t drop my son.”

      “I’ve got my godson.”  He sipped his water.  “What did you say?”

      “I need to verify my info, but I heard he was sexually fluid.”

      “I don’t want to hear anymore.”

      “I do.  So I’ll be doing a little research tomorrow.  Sure you don’t want to know?”

      “It’s none of my business.  If Kendell wants to make a fool of herself, that’s on her.”

      I tried not laughing at him.  “So, what else is going on?  Any word from Alex?”

      “They arrived safely, and she told me not to call unless it’s an emergency.  Even then, I better think three times.”  We laughed.  “I lost that bet.”

      “What bet?”

      “I told Moses there was no way he was going to get her to miss the last of Fashion Month.”

      “We had better check the weather report in hell, because I think it just froze over.”  We laughed louder.   “So, was I your last call.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Why did you call me to talk about Kendell?”

      “I thought you could tell me how to stop hurting?”  He looked at me, and my heart went out to him.

      I reached over and covered his hand.  “When I find out, I’ll let you know.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Alex

      

      I LOOKED OVER AT MY husband sleeping, and gently stroked the side of his face.  He’s usually the first one up, but since we got here, I’ve become the early bird.  I also can’t believe how frisky I am.  We have an incredible sex life.  However, I think this place and some much needed rest has kicked my libido into overdrive.  Seems like all I want to do is ravage my husband.

      He reached over, slowly opened his eyes and looked up at me and smiled.  “Hey, Baby.”  He kissed my arm.  “How long was I asleep?”

      “A couple of hours.” I smiled.

      He sat up.  “What?  I’m sorry.  I promised we’d go into town.”  He sat up and leaned against the chaise.

      I put my iPad down, straddled his lap and kissed him.  “So, what do you want to do this afternoon?”

      He grabbed my hips, pulled me close, and I wrapped my arms around his neck.  I inched up his lap and felt his answer to my question.  “I don’t know.   What did you have in mind?”  He smiled.

      “Talking.”

      “Talking?”  He pulled me closer.  “Is that code for…”

      “I want to ask you something.”  He sighed, and I knew what that meant.  I rested my hands on top of his arms.  “I want you to be honest.”

      “I always am.”

      “You said Natalie didn’t like having sex with you.”

      He shifted slightly.  “Why are we bringing that up?”

      “Shhh, Baby, let me finish.”  I kissed him.  “You said she didn’t like it.  Did you ask her why?”

      “Is this really what you want to talk about?”

      “Yes, it’s important.”

      He sighed.  “Yes, I did.  And she never gave me a reason.”

      “Did you ever meet her lover?”  After the word left my lips, I realized it was a poor choice.

      “No.  I take that back.  I saw him once, coming out of her studio.”

      “Describe him.”

      “Alex, really?” I shifted, and his arousal was still there.

      “Please, baby.  It’s important to me.”

      “He was shorter than me.  Light skinned and husky.  I thought he was a repairman.  It never occurred to me, that…”

      “Did you contact him after she died?”

      “Yes.  I called and told him both Natalie and the baby died.  Why is this so important to you?”

      “One last question.”

      “Why do you think she didn’t like being intimate with you?”

      “I thought it was because I wasn’t as good a lover as she desired.”  He sighed.  “But the truth is, we just never clicked emotionally.”  I nodded.  “Maybe if we had, things would have been different, or she would have felt comfortable telling me what she wanted.  My turn.  What about you and…”

      “It was the first time, so there was a certain amount of false euphoria.”  He looked confused by my response.  “I wasn’t expecting a lot.  It wasn’t like it was with you.”

      “So you were expecting a lot our first time?”  He smiled.

      “Yes.”

      “I hope I lived up to your expectations.”

      “Above and beyond.” I tucked my hair behind my ear.  “Terry was more concerned with himself.  I don’t think he cared if I was satisfied or not.  In the short time we were married, I only had one orgasm, I think.  To be honest, I’m not even sure that’s what it was.”  I smiled.

      “Are you serious?”

      “Yes.”  I patted his chest.  “Please don’t take this the wrong way.  When I compare both first times…”

      “Babe, I hope this is…”

      I smiled.  “I was very nervous to be with you, because I figured you were more experienced, and I wasn’t sure you were going to like my body.”

      He sat up a little and brushed my arms.  “Why would you think that?”

      “I’ve seen pictures of your first wife, and met your ex-fiancee.  In spite of their bizarre behavior, they had beautiful looks in common.”

      “Are you kidding me?”

      “No.  I don’t look anything like them.”

      “No, you don’t.”

      “I know I’m not unattractive, but I also know…when we make love, you make me feel beautiful and desired and that’s all that matters.

      “I don’t ever want you to compare yourself to either of them.”

      “Baby, that’s sweet, but…”

      “I call you beautiful, because that’s what you are.”

      “Thank you, but…”

      “I’m done on that subject.  Can we make love now, because…”

      “About that.”

      He sighed.  “Don’t tell me you…”

      “I don’t ever want you to think just because I want to make love that you have to.”

      “Where is this coming from?”  I leaned back.  “The other morning, when I touched your leg, you sort of cringed and brushed me off.”

      “No, I didn’t.”

      “Yes, you did.”

      “When?”

      “The day before yesterday.  I woke up, wrapped my arms around you and ran my hand inside your thigh, and you cringed.”  He started laughing.  “I don’t think it’s funny.  Just tell me you…”

      He cupped my face in his hands and kissed me.  “I had a leg cramp.”

      “What?”

      “I had a leg cramp and I didn’t want you to know.”

      “You’re not just saying that?”

      “No, Baby.  For the record, I am always up…” We laughed.  “Let me rephrase that.  It excites me that you want to make love, and enjoy it.  I didn’t force the issue with Natalie once I realized I wasn’t what she wanted.  I did everything I could think of, but she just didn’t want me.  So, I shut down.”

      “You could have left.”

      “True, but I didn’t.  I was desperate to make my marriage work.  I forgave her and was willing to raise Allegra as my own, but it still wasn’t good enough for her.  She wanted him and he didn’t want her, and she took it out on me.”

      “How?”

      “She’d offer sex, but only on her terms. I can’t believe I’m telling you this.”  I pecked his lips.  “When she came back, we slept in separate rooms.  When her pregnancy sex drive kicked in, she’d come to my room and insist the lights be off.  I was only allowed to touch her just enough to get aroused.  Once we finished, she’d go back to her room and I’d hear the shower running.   It’s like she didn’t want my scent on her.”

      “Baby.  That’s why you thought…”

      “I was a horrible lover.”

      I cupped his face.  “I’m sorry for the way she made you feel.” I kissed him.  “You are an incredible lover.  I’ll never know why she treated you the way she did.”  I scooted up closer, pressed my breasts against his chest, kissed his neck and eased my hand down the front of his trunks.  “I love how you love me and make love to me.”

      “Are you trying to start something?” He smiled.

      “Me?” I smiled.

      “Yes, you.”

      I kissed his chest and he tasted spicy.  “Maybe we should…”

      “My turn.”

      “Okay.  What do you want to ask me?”

      “Why do you always blow me off when I call you sexy?”

      “Because I’m not.”

      “Who told you you weren’t sexy?”

      “No one told me.  I just surmised it on my own.”

      He brushed the side of my face.  “I can’t believe this.  None of the men you dated ever told you how sexy you are?”

      I searched my mind for an incident when that adjective would have come up, but I came up blank.  In all the years Jonathan and I were together I don’t recall him ever saying I was beautiful, pretty, or sexy.  I think he said I was cute...no, that was regarding something I did. “No.”

      “What about Quentin?”

      “No.  Chloe and Taylor are the sexy ones.  I’m…”

      “Very sexy.”

      “Honey, you don’t have to…”

      “You have no idea how sexy you are, do you?  Sexy, isn’t just physical, it’s spiritual, emotional and mental.”

      “So you were attracted to my mind?” I teased.

      “It wasn’t your mind that caught my eye.  It was your sexy little walk.” He smiled as he patted my behind.

      “What?”

      “I had been at that party a while watching you.  The way you glided across the room was hypnotic.  The sway of your hips tied me up in knots.  Then you turned around and those lips, and,” his eyes dropped down to my breasts and back up.  “Your other assets, woke up a part of me that had been dead for a while.”

      I felt warm all over and didn’t know how to respond.  “Uhm...”

      “When I look into those beautiful dark brown eyes, it’s mesmerizing.  Talk about fantasies.  You’re my fantasy.  I never thought I’d be married to a woman that looks like you.”

      “Me?”

      “Yes.  You with the full round behind, juicy thighs, dangerous curves, soft skin and breasts that fit perfectly in my hands.”

      “I Uhm…” How do you respond to a statement like that?  I wanted to run out to the beach and scream, “my husband thinks I’m sexy”.

      “I have to control myself around you,” he confessed.  “And I’m not saying this because you let me do stuff to you,” he teased.

      “Are you sure?” I smiled.

      “And when you smile and drop your head slightly, I’m under your spell.”

      “I never thought…”

      “You always tell people how I make you feel desired and loved, but that’s how you make me feel.  My first wife never complimented me and once we were married, she never said she loved me.  She didn’t want me to touch her in public or private, and she never touched me.  The few times we had sex she made me wear a condom.  I was so excited when you said you were on the pill, because it meant I could finally really enjoy sex.  It excites me to hear you being so verbal, and enjoying yourself when we make love.  I didn’t have that with Natalie.  I thought she cheated because I was a horrible lover, but now I know better.”

      “Baby, I didn’t--”

      “Sweetheart, as far as I’m concerned, you’re the sexiest, most beautiful woman on the planet.”  He kissed me.  “Are we finished talking, because I really would…”

      “Shut up and take me right here.”

      He rolled me onto my back and we made love the rest of the afternoon outside on the patio.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      Moses

      

      “COLLIER MAN, ALEX HAS BEEN preparing for your visit since we got back from New York two weeks ago.”

      “You’re kidding?”

      “No, and she’s disappointed you aren’t staying with us.”

      “Did you explain why?”

      “Yes, but--”

      “Dude, I learned the hard way to never stay with newlyweds.” We laughed.  “How do you like living out here?”

      “It’s different.  I’m still not used to the traffic.  But I’m making my way.”

      “And married life?”

      “It’s…uhm…it’s…I didn’t know it could be like this.”  My smile gave me away.

      “Whatever it is she’s doing, it’s working.  I haven’t seen you this happy in a long time.”

      “She adds to my happiness and I like who I am now.  I like having a teammate.”  I knew Collier and my brother were a little worried about me when I disappeared after Natalie and Allegra died.  “What about you?”

      “Me?”

      My friend is pretty good at hiding his feelings, but I knew he was ready to settle down.  For years he’d been saying he was fine by himself, but as his best friend, I learned back in college how to read between the lines.

      “When are you going to settle down?”

      “Maybe when I find someone like Alex.  Does she have a friend?”

      “Man, you don’t want to go there, trust me.”  We laughed.

      We pulled into the driveway, went inside the house, and I tried to sneak up on Alex.

      “You know I hear you?”  I walked over and tried to kiss Alex but she pushed me aside.  “Hey Collier, welcome to LaCasa.”

      “Hey Alex.  LaCasa?”

      “LA House and NYCasa is New York house.”

      “Do I get a kiss?” Alex walked over and kissed me on the cheek, but I grabbed her and kissed her on the lips.

      “Baby, that’s why Collier won’t stay with us.”

      “That’s right,” Collier seconded.

      “Babe, what time is dinner?”

      “Everyone should be here in a couple of hours.  Honey, take Collier upstairs so he can freshen up before the party.”

      “Come on.  I’ll give you the tour and show you to the guest room.”  I walked past her and tapped her on the behind.

      “Moses, stop it.”  She smiled.

      I hopped into the shower, changed and went back downstairs.  When I landed on the bottom step, the doorbell rang.  I walked over and opened the door.

      “Hello.”

      “Hi, Moses.  Where’s Alex?”  Dionne asked.

      “She’s in the kitchen.”  She kissed me on the cheek and headed to the kitchen.

      “Hey, man.” Quentin and I shook hands.  “Bas is right behind us.”  I stood with the door open and waited for Bas, who walked up with Kendell.

      “Hey, man—you two came together?”

      “No.”  Bas quickly answered.

      “Where’s Alex?” Kendell asked.

      “She’s in the kitchen with Dionne.”

      “What’s up?”  Bas asked.  I closed the door, and we started towards the family room.

      “Nothing.”

      “Where’s Collier?” he asked.

      “Upstairs.”

      I heard a knock on the door and went back to answer it.  It must be Chloe.  I opened the door and a strange dude was standing on the porch.

      “May I help you?”

      “I’m looking for Kendell,”  he announced.

      “And you are?”

      “Jackson.”

      “Excuse me.” I closed the door, and went to get Kendell.  She walked back to the door and escorted him inside.

      “Jackson, this is my cousin Alexandra and her husband Moses.”  We shook hands.

      “Nice to meet you.”

      “And you would be…” My wife had to probe for information with her handshake.  He looked at Kendell before answering.

      “I’m her…”

      “We’re dating,” Kendell announced.

      “Oh.” Alex looked at me. “They’re dating.  How did you meet?”

      “He came into the restaurant for lunch.  We started talking and on his next visit, he asked me out,” Kendell answered.

      “I see.  So Jackson, what do you do?” Alex asked.

      “I’m a lawyer,” he replied as he wrapped his arm around Kendell’s waist.

      “Moses’ best friend is a lawyer.  What kind of law do you practice?”

      “Mostly corporate,” he replied.

      “Would you excuse us.  The bar is on the patio.  Honey, I think the porch light is acting weird again.”  She took my hand and led me out to the front porch. “Is she out of her mind?  Why would she bring a date knowing Bas would be here?”  She started pacing back and forth.

      “Honey, calm down.”

      “I’ve had it with her.”

      I grabbed her and pulled her to my chest.  “Take a deep breath.  Don’t let your cousin get to you.”  I wrapped my arms around her, rubbed her back, and felt her heartbeat slow down.  “Better?”

      “Yes.”  I lifted her face and gently kissed her.

      “Hey, hey, break it up.  I didn’t leave my son to come over here and watch the two of you making out.  Either the party has taken a turn or I missed something?” Chloe teased.

      We pulled apart and Alex and Chloe hugged each other.

      “Hey, girl.”

      “What’s up, Chloe?” I asked.

      “My weight,” she teased.

      “You look great,” I replied.

      “Moses you are full of crap, but thank you.  Why are you two out here?”

      “You’ll see,” Alex answered.

      I opened the door and stood to the side as the ladies stepped inside.  Chloe looked up and stopped dead in her tracks.  “Benny?”

      “CJ?”

      I closed the door, looked at Alex, and she had the same shocked look on her face that I did.  Collier walked over and hugged Chloe.  My wife has a phrase for situations like this, “Oh crap!”  I stood next to Alex watching the exchange between two obvious old friends.  I hadn’t seen Collier smile like that in quite a while.

      “I take it you two know each other?” Alex asked.

      “You could say that, ”Chloe smiled.

      “How?” I asked.

      They looked at each other.  “We spent our college summers hanging out in North Carolina.”  In the short time I’ve known Chloe, I’ve never seen her this quiet.  And that smile is almost blinding.

      “Really?” Alex smiled.

      “Yeah, CJ and I are old friends,” Collier confessed.

      “Isn’t that nice, Honey?  Why don’t you take Benny and introduce him to everyone while I help CJ with her jacket.”

      “Come on, Benny,” I teased.

      “CJ we’ll talk later,” Collier smiled as he walked away.

      “Definitely.”  She replied.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Chloe

      

      I STILL CAN’T BELIEVE I saw Benny.  Who would have thought my best friend’s husband’s best friend is my first love.  Oh man, God.  You really do have impeccable timing.  He is the last person I would have expected to have a connection with Alex.

      I couldn’t believe I was acting like a giddy school girl.  The nerve of him, getting better looking with time.  Oh man…this could be dangerous.  When I dropped him off at his hotel and he invited me for coffee, I was about to say yes.  Then I heard a baby cry and my breasts filled up and I made a beeline home.  Instead of spending the evening catching up with an old boyfriend, I was hooked up to the other man in my life, Stuart, my breast pump.

      That’s okay, because I needed to keep a clear head.  I couldn’t make any more impulsive decisions.  My needs had to take a back seat to Parker’s and, if it wasn’t good for him, then it wasn’t good for me.  I wondered if Collier was still a good kisser?  Stop it, Chloe.  Those beautiful brown eyes and that smile got me into a lot of trouble when I was younger.

      The ring tone on the phone indicated an unknown caller.  I didn’t recognize the number and hesitated to answer.  Against my better judgment, I picked it up.

      “Hello…hello.”  Silence.  I started to hang up when I heard the voice clear it’s throat.

      “CJ.”  I knew that voice.  It had been a while since I’d heard it over the phone and only an hour since I had heard it in person.  How did he get my…Alex.

      “Hi.”  I was glad he couldn’t see me blushing through the phone.

      “It was good seeing you again.  I hope you don’t mind, I asked Alex to give me your number.”

      “No, that’s fine.”

      “Thank you for dropping me off.”

      Still the same cool Benny. “You’re welcome.”

      “I uhm…man this is difficult.”

      “What’s on your mind?”

      “I was hoping to spend a little more time with you tonight, but…”

      “I understand. I would prefer catching up without everyone--”

      “Prying.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Who’s Parker? I heard several people ask you about him.”

      “My son.”

      “Oh, you’re married.”

      “Divorced.”

      “Do you want to have dinner tomorrow and catch up?”

      “I don’t know if that’s a good idea.”

      “CJ, can’t two old friends share a meal together?”

      “But we’re not just friends, are we?”

      “Would it make you feel better if I asked Moses and Alex to join us?”

      “No.  It’s bad enough she’s probably sitting at home making a list of questions for me.”

      “Good, I love my friend and his wife, but…”

      “Benny, I don’t know if our having dinner is a good thing.”

      “Why not?”

      “I don’t know, maybe because you’ve seen me naked.”

      “It’s just dinner.”

      “Collier…I just got out of a bad marriage and a relationship I thought was going somewhere, and…”

      “Tell you what, I’m in town for the next few days, if you change your mind, call me and I’ll make myself available.”

      “It was good seeing you again.”

      “CJ, I really want to see you again before I leave.”

      “Good night.”  I hung up.  What was I doing?  This was a great guy or at least he used to be and probably still was.  It was dinner with a friend.  A friend I…oh great, now I’ll be up all night thinking about him.

      

      Dear God, what am I doing?  The last time I saw Collier, I was a girl full of romantic fantasies.  Now I’m a divorced mother with responsibilities  But I haven’t felt like this for anyone since Collier.  I’m trusting You that this is the right thing. Amen.

      

      I sent Collier a text, “I must be out of my mind. Parker and I would like you to join us for lunch tomorrow. CJ”. The ball was in his court.
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      The knock on the door meant it was too late to back out.   I walked up to the door looked out the side, took a deep breath, and opened the door.

      “Hello.”  The big smile on my face wasn’t helping right now.

      “Hello, my name is Collier Benjamin, and Parker Jacobs invited me to join him and his mother for lunch.” His smile was bigger than mine.  This was bad.  If we were in Vegas, we’d be headed to the nearest wedding chapel.

      “Come in.”  He walked in and followed me out to the patio.  “Have a seat.”

      “This is exactly how I pictured your home.”

      “Really.”

      “You are more laid back than you let on.”

      “Maybe that’s why I haven’t been able to move.”

      “You’re kidding…this place is great.”

      “My ex and I had a huge place with all the amenities.  When I came back…”

      “Back?”

      “I was living in Brazil for a few months, but that’s a long story for another time.”  I pointed to the sofa and he sat down and I sat in the chair.  “When I came back, I didn’t want to stay in the main house so I camped out here.  My dad made a few adjustments, and now I can’t imagine Parker and I living anywhere else.”

      “Speaking of my host, where is he?  I brought him a little something.”  He handed me a gift bag.  I looked inside and saw an assortment of small stuffed animals and a t-shirt that said, My Mom is Hot.  “I didn’t know what to get, and it’s customary to bring your host a gift.”

      “Thank you, but he’s sleeping.  I’ll be sure to give him this.  Are you hungry?”

      “Yes.”

      “Come on. Let’s sit over here.”  During lunch we talked about our two best friends.  “How do you know Moses?”

      “We were college roommates.  How do you know Alex?”

      “We were college roommates as well.”  I nodded.  “So he knows--”

      “Only what I told him.  And Alex?”

      “Same.  What have you been up to?”

      “After college, I went to law school and did a little time in corporate America.  Then my friend wrote a book and I helped him with his contract. And then he asked me to handle a few other things, which turned into a lot of things.  Working for him allowed me to open my own practice.”

      “Wife?”

      “Never met anyone I wanted to settle down with.  And no, I don’t have any children.  And you?”

      “After college, I goofed off for a while.  Came home, went to work for my mom, got engaged, he cheated, we broke up and on a whim, I married Parker’s father.  It lasted six and a half years before he cheated.”

      “You’ve done well CJ.  I’m sorry.  Do you mind my calling you that?”

      “It’s okay, Benny.”

      “You are the only one that calls me that.” He smiled.

      “Did you tell Moses you were coming over?”

      “No.  Did you tell Alex?”

      “Are you kidding?  She’s called me three times this morning.  I can’t keep avoiding her. Otherwise, she’ll make a pop visit and interrogate me.”  I looked at him, trying to figure out how to ask my next question.  “So what are we doing?”

      “I’m trying to catch up with an old friend.”

      “And then?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Look.  I’ve made quite a few mistakes, and I can’t afford to make any more.   I’m going to lay all my cards out on the table.  I want to get married again, but I have to put Parker’s needs first.”

      “Okay…I was just hoping to get reacquainted.”

      “I’m sorry.  It’s just…I can’t afford…”

      “Okay.”

      “I will say this.  Before this thing with Moses and Alex, I wasn’t really sure marriage was something I wanted to do.  But I’ve seen how it’s enhanced his life, and I want a little bit of what he has.  I’m not saying I want to get married today, but I’m willing to see if there’s something here worth pursuing.”

      “Me, too.”

      “I’m going to hang around for another week.  Maybe we can pick up where we left off, or start over.”

      “So how do you feel about children?”

      “I’d like to be a father.”

      “If this works how are we...you live in New York.”

      “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves.”

      “I’m sorry.  It’s just…”

      “I’m not going to lie.  Those old feelings are still there, and I’m open to see where this could go.  I’m going to church with Moses and Alex Sunday.  How about I pick you and Parker up afterwards and we go to the park.”

      “We all go to the same church.”

      “Okay, then, I’ll pick you up for church, and then we’ll go to the park?”

      “I don’t want to have to explain anything to my friends.  I’ll meet you at church and afterwards, you come over for lunch?  I have a huge backyard.”

      “It’s a date.” He looked at his watch.

      “Do you have to leave?”

      “I have a meeting.   I’ll call you later?”

      “Okay.”

      “Thank you for lunch.”

      “I’ll walk you out.”  He reached for my hand, and it felt comfortable.

      We stopped at the door and he turned to face me.  “Tell Parker,  I hate he was asleep, but I hope to meet him on Sunday.”

      “I will.”  Did I just blush?  Oh my God, I was turning into Dionne.  He gently pressed his lips against mine and my stomach started dancing.  I remembered those soft lips.

      He smiled. “I’ll call you later, bye.”

      “Bye.”  He got in his car and drove off.  I closed the door and was shocked back into reality when Parker started to cry.  “Mommy’s coming.”

      

      Alex

      

      “HEY THERE, BEAUTIFUL.”

      “Hey there, yourself.  How is my handsome and brilliant husband doing?  Are you the star of the conference?”

      “I’m doing good and the conference is going well.  Uhm, I need a favor, more like a request,” Moses said.

      “What do you need?”

      “Spencer called me this morning.  He’s on his way to Alaska for some meetings and wants to have dinner with us.”

      “When?”

      “Six.”

      “Tonight?”

      “Yes.  If it’s a problem, I’ll tell him you couldn’t…”

      I looked at my watch.  It was four o’clock.  There was no way I could get home, change, and make it across town by six.  “Of course, I’ll be there.”

      “Are you sure? Because I know it’s the last minute…”

      “No, Honey.  I’ll be there.”

      “Thank you, Babe.  I’ll see you soon.  Love you.”

      “Love you.”  I pressed the button ending the call.  “CRAP!”  I went into full panic mode.  This was like meeting his boss.

      I sent my mother and Bas an emergency text to come up to my office.  I went into my closet and started rifling through the clothes, hoping something would jump out at me.  I heard the door open and close, followed by the sound of hurried footsteps.

      “Baby, what’s wrong?” My mother was clutching her chest.  “What happened?”

      “Alex, is everything okay?” Bas asked.

      “Moses--”

      “Where is he?  What happened?  Bas you get the car and I’ll--”

      “He’s fine.”

      “Is it Grams?” Bas asked.

      “No.  Everyone is fine.”

      “Let me catch my breath.”  Mama said as she sat down.  “Okay, Baby what’s the problem?”

      “Moses called and his publisher wants to have dinner with us.”

      “That’s the emergency?”  Bas asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Miss Connie, you deal with her.”  He started walking towards the door.

      “Bas, let her talk.  What’s the problem?”

      “This is the first time I’m meeting him.”

      “Oh.”  Bas turned around and started back towards my desk.

      “When?”  Mama asked.

      “Two hours, and I don’t have time to go home and change, and there’s nothing in my emergency closet.”

      “You own a clothing store,” Bas reminded me.

      “I know that, but…”

      “Bas, go downstairs and pull some things for her, and I’ll work on calming her down.”  Mama was issuing orders like a drill sergeant.

      “You got it.”  He hurried out of my office.

      “Baby Girl, listen to me.  Take a deep breath.  You can do this.”

      “I can do all things Mama, but…”

      “If Moses didn’t know he could count on you, he wouldn’t have agreed to this, right?”

      “Yes.” Breathing hard.

      Mama walked over, poured me a glass of water and handed it to me.  I took a long sip.  “Now, what did he say?”

      “His publisher called and he’s on his way to Alaska and wants to have dinner with us.”

      “This is a piece of cake.  You can handle this.”  She sat down next to me and covered my hand with hers.  “What do you know about him?”

      “He’s a widower.  He took a chance on Moses and is very proud of him.”

      “Why haven’t you met him sooner?”

      “He travels a lot and was out of town when we got married.  They’re very close.”  Bas came back with a rack full of black dresses.

      “Okay, Alex, I think you should wear a dress.”

      “I agree.”  I sipped some more water.

      “You know I love seeing a woman in color.  However, for tonight, I think you need to do black, but with a twist,” Bas confessed.  He held up a simple black sheath with the back out.  “This is great.  It’s fitted with a high neck.”  He pulled another dress off the rack.  “I see that went over well.  What about this Oscar?”

      “Let me see that one.” I took the dress from him.  “Do I have this one?”

      “You bought it in red,” Bas answered.

      I went into my dressing room and changed.  When I came out, I looked in the mirror.  “What do you guys think?” I asked.

      They both walked around me, examining me from head to toe.  “Perfect,” Bas answered.

      I brushed the front of the dress and turned slightly,  “Really?”

      “Baby Girl, you look amazing,” Mama replied.

      “Alex, you look hot.  Moses will be very proud.  All you need are studs, a bracelet and…”

      “Black Manolo BBs.”

      “I agree,” Bas seconded.

      “I have a pair in my dressing room.”  He went into my dressing room and came back with the shoes.   “I brought these too.”  He handed me a pair of gold hoops and a couple of gold cuffs.

      “Perfect.”

      “Baby Girl, you look beautiful.  Moses will be very pleased.”

      I hugged both of them.  “Thank you.”  I looked at my watch.  “I’m going to take this off.  Is Keisha still here?”

      “Yes, I’ll get her,” Bas replied.

      “Thank you. Because I don’t think I can do my makeup.  Oh, please grab me a throw and a bag.  Thank you, Bas.”
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      I pulled up to valet parking, walked into the lobby and started towards the concierge when I saw Collier walking towards me.

      “Hi, Alex.”

      I kissed him on the cheek.  “Hi.”

      “Moses asked me to come find you.”

      “Am I late?”

      “No.  You look great.”

      “Where’s Moses?”

      “Spencer got here early and they’re in the lounge.  You look stressed.  Are you okay?”

      “I’m nervous.”

      “Why?”

      “I’ve never met Spencer.”

      He smiled.  “Relax, you don’t have anything to worry about.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Trust me.  He’s a nice man.”  We walked into the lounge, and to my right I saw Moses sitting with a dark skinned, fluffy, bald man wearing wire rimmed glasses and a fun smile.  Moses looked up and walked over to relieve Collier.

      He kissed me and whispered.  “You look incredible.”

      “Thank you.”  I couldn’t stop smiling.

      “Let me introduce you to Spencer.”  He slipped his hand around my waist and we walked over and joined Spencer and Collier.

      “Spencer Julian,” he stood up and that’s when I realized he was short. “This is my wife, Alexandra Adair.”

      “Pleasure to meet you, Spencer.  I’ve heard so much about you.”  We shook hands.

      “You, my dear, are as beautiful as Moses said.”

      “Thank You.”  We all sat down and I got in my spot next to Moses.

      “Sweetheart, do you want something to drink?” Moses asked.

      “No, I’m fine.”  I sat up straight and tried not to slouch.  I didn’t want to give Spencer a peep show in case the front of my dress popped open.

      “Alexandra, I apologize for missing the wedding and for it taking me so long to finally meet you.”

      “I understand.”

      “Moses tells me you’re in retail.”

      “Yes, I own three boutiques.”

      “How exciting.”

      “It can be.  I understand you’re headed to Alaska, business or pleasure?”

      “A little of both.  Have you been to Alaska?”

      “No.  But I hear the fishing is great.”

      “Do you fish?” he asked.

      “Moses took me fishing on our honeymoon.”  I looked at Moses and winked.

      “Moses, you took this beautiful woman fishing for your honeymoon?”

      “Yes and no.  We were in the Seychelles and she agreed to try fishing, if I tried yoga.”

      Spencer and Collier laughed.  “Alex, please tell me you have pictures of my boy in his downward dog pose.  Keith and I need a little blackmail,” Collier teased.

      I smiled at Moses.  “Sorry, I can’t help you.”

      “So, how did you like fishing Alexandra?” Spencer asked.

      “It was fun.”  I also liked the hot bubble bath and toenail polishing session we had that night, but I couldn’t tell him that.

      “What other dreadful things has he made you try?” Spencer asked.

      “He’s teaching me golf.”

      “And how do you feel about golf?”

      “It’s long.”

      He laughed.“I take it sports aren’t your thing?”

      “Not really.  But I’m trying to be open.  For every one of his things I try, he has to try one of mine.”

      “Really? And what else have you made him try? he asked.

      “Pilates, yoga, and Zumba.”

      “Alexandra, don’t hurt him.” Spencer laughed.

      “I’ll try not to,” I smiled.

      “Moses, she’s delightful.”

      “Thank you.”  I felt his chest inflate against my back.

      We continued talking and Spencer told me about his wife, Valentina.  They were married over thirty-three years.  She had a stroke and died suddenly.  He took it very hard.  He said Moses moved in, nursed him back to reality, and Spencer had stepped in as a surrogate grandfather.

      Spencer looked at his watch.  “Alexandra, it’s been a pleasure.  Unfortunately, I have to leave.”

      “So soon?”

      “My meetings in Anchorage were pushed up, but I didn’t want to leave without meeting you.”  We stood up.  He shook Moses and Collier’s hands and kissed me on the cheek.

      “Have a safe trip and catch a lot of fish,” I replied.

      “When you come home to New York, we’ll have dinner.”

      “Only if you bring the fish.”  I smiled.

      “Deal.”  He laughed.

      “Spencer, your car is out front.”  Collier walked him out while Moses and I stayed behind.

      Moses hugged me before we sat down.“Thank you for coming at the last minute.”

      “We’re a team.  He’s nice.  I can’t believe I was nervous.”

      “You, nervous?” He smiled and rubbed my back.

      “Yes.  Couldn’t you tell?”

      “No.”

      “What time is the reading?”

      He looked at his watch.  “I have some time.  Do you want something to drink?”

      “No.”

      “Are you hungry?”

      “Baby, I’m fine.”  I rubbed his thigh and kissed him.

      “After I finish, do you want to get a late dinner or go home?”

      “Tonight, I’m here as a showpiece for my husband.”

      “Really?” He smiled.

      “Yes.  However, it would be a shame to waste all this fabulousness on sandwiches or leftovers in our kitchen.” I smiled.

      “Let’s talk about this dress.”  His eyes were getting dark, and that wicked smile appeared.  His hand slipped lower down my back.

      “What?”  I sat up straighter and bit my bottom lip.

      He leaned in close to my ear.  “You look incredible.”

      “Thank you.”  I kissed him.

      He inched closer.  “It’s going to be difficult focusing on my reading tonight while looking at you in that dress.”  My face felt warm.

      “I’m wearing those stockings you like.”  I crossed my leg and eased up my skirt, giving him a peak of the lace top of my stockings.

      “You don’t play fair.”

      “Who, me?” I patted my chest and smiled.

      “Yes, you.”  He inched closer.  “We might need to stay over tonight.”  His hot, sweet breath floated in my ear and landed in my core.  The thought of his proposal was very tempting.

      I swallowed hard.  “Are you suggesting a sleepover?”

      He kissed my neck under my ear and I gasped.  “What I’m suggesting doesn’t include sleep.”

      “My, my, my, Mr. Adair.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Taylor

      

      “HEY THERE LITTLE MOTHER, HOW are you doing?” I asked.

      “Your timing is perfect.”

      “Is everything okay with Parker?”

      “Yes.  He’s sleep.  Do you remember Benny?”

      “Benny?  I can’t say that…wait a minute.  Are we talking about your Summer Love, Benny?”

      “Exactly.”

      “Talk about a name from the past.”

      “I saw him.”

      “Where?”

      “At Alex and Moses’ the other night.”

      “You lost me.”

      “Turns out my Summer Love, is Moses’ best friend.”

      “Moses’ best friend is Collier Benj…oh, my God, Chloe.  Are you kidding me?”

      “No.”

      “Dish.”

      “Alex called me last week about this party they were having to introduce Moses’ best friend to everyone. When I walked inside it was like we’d never been apart. He looks the same.”

      “Boyfriend is fine.  He’s not my type, but…did he look like that back in the day?”

      “He has a few more pounds and muscles in the right places and that tight beard is…girl, if we’d been in Vegas, I would be married.”  We laughed.

      “Really?  So what happened?”

      “We had lunch and I laid it all out there.”

      “It was only lunch.  There was no need to jump into relationship talk.”

      “I’m a mom now, and I don’t have time to waste.”

      “I see your point.  So what did he say?”

      “He wants to pick up where we left off.”

      “Where you left off was getting busy in a hay loft,” she teased.

      “Girl, don’t I know it,” we laughed.

      “So what’s next?”

      “He’s going to be in town for a while.  He’s coming over Sunday after church.  He wants to meet Parker.”

      “Isn’t it a little soon?”

      “That’s what I said.  However, it feels right, you know what I mean?  It’s not like we’re just getting to know each other.  We’ve already had our first date, first kiss, first…”

      “Roll in the hay, literally,” I laughed.

      “Are you finished?”

      “Come on girl, lighten up.  You know I’m telling the truth.”   I heard a faint giggle.  “Was that a laugh I heard?”

      “Shut up.  Am I insane?”

      I think she wanted me to give her a reason not to see Collier, but after listening to her go on and on about him for three years, I knew what she needed to hear.  “I think it’s very romantic…no serendipitous, that you two hooked up…oops, bad choice of words…found each other after all these years.”

      Her sigh came through loud and clear.  “It is kind of romantic, isn’t it?  Oh, my God.  I sound like Dionne and Alex,” we laughed.“I can hear Alex now, “If Taylor hadn’t thrown me that party and introduced me to Moses, we wouldn’t have gotten married and…”

      “Please don’t say it.”

      “Chloe and Collier wouldn’t have been reunited.”  We laughed harder.  “You know I’m telling the truth.  I love my cousin, but she is a diehard romantic, and I love that about her.”

      “Me, too.  So what’s up with you?”

      “Girl, Jason and I are chaperoning Zac’s school dance tomorrow.”

      “What are you wearing?”

      “Why did you ask?”

      “Because I know you,” she laughed, and I couldn’t help but laugh as well.

      “You joke, but the head of the PTA gave me a copy of the chaperone duties, and attached to mine was a suggested dress code.”

      Chloe laughed harder.  “Oh, my God.  That’s going to be me when Parker gets that age.”

      “Girl, listen to this.  Chaperones will not wear form fitting dresses, mini-skirts, form fitting trousers, skinny jeans, midriff tops…they actually used the word midriff.”

      “This is hilarious.”

      “Then it goes on to say.  No high heels, low cut tops or anything that would mistake you for a lady of the evening.”

      “What kind of school are you guys sending Zach to?”

      “And here’s the kicker.  Anyone not conforming to the dress code will not be allowed to chaperone for at least a year.”

      “So, I’ll ask again.  What are you wearing?”

      “I was going to wear my favorite lady of the evening outfit and try to drum up some business, but…” We laughed.

      “Seriously, Taylor.  You have to behave.  You don’t want to embarrass Zach.”

      “I’ll be good.  I asked a couple of other moms how they felt about the dress code.  Turns out, I was the only one to get it.”

      “Girl, whose feathers did you ruffle?”

      “Missy Sharp, President of the PTA.  She’s been a little strange towards me since she found out I was with Jason.”

      “There you have it.  Seems Miss Missy, is jealous.  You better be careful.  She might give you detention,” she teased.

      “So, what else is going on?”

      “Seems Kendell has a new man.”

      “What?  Does Bas know?”

      “He’s the one who told me.”

      “Please don’t tell me he’s become a stalker,” she teased.

      “No, silly.  He went to get lunch and saw her with her new man.”

      “Wow…that didn’t take long.”

      “Nope.  But here’s the good part.  I know her new man.  He tried to hit on me, before he knew I was married.”

      “What…does she know?”

      “Not unless he told her.”

      “Please tell…”

      “Oh, but it gets better.”

      “Better than his asking you out?”

      “Yep.  He’s sexually fluid.”

      “SHUT UP!  You’re lying.”

      “No.”

      “Does she know?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I had him checked out.”

      “Chloe you didn’t?  What am I saying? I forgot who I was talking to.  What did you find out?”

      “Seems Kendell’s new man has been with a man or a few in the past..”

      I gasped.  “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

      “Nope.  I’ve got the report and pictures to prove it.”

      “I’m done.  Little Miss Up In Everyone’s Business, is sharing her man with another man…or more.”

      “Yep.”  We laughed.

      “We shouldn’t be laughing, but it serves her right.  For years she’s been talking about our men and now…this is…man…we really should tell her.”

      “We’ve all tried talking to her, but she won’t listen.  She said we can talk to her about anything except her personal life.  So, I’m done.”

      “But she needs to know.”

      “I’m not telling her.  I could be mean and send her a copy of the file.”

      “That is mean.”

      “Or better yet, I could send it to him. What do you think?”

      “I think it’s sad.  She had a good man, who loved her and only her, and she tossed him to the side.  How’s Bas doing?”

      “Girl, it breaks my heart to see him like this.  I think this is his first broken heart.”

      “Damn Kendell.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Alex

      

      I LOOKED AROUND THE PACKED room of college students and was surprised.  Then it hit me, my husband is a world famous writer.

      An older gentleman stepped to the podium, adjusted the microphone  and cleared his throat.  “Good evening.  We are thrilled and delighted to have New York Times, USA Today, Wall Street Journal and Tony nominated writer, Darryl Moses here tonight.  Please join me in welcoming him.”

      The crowd clapped as Moses stepped up to the microphone.

      “Thank you.” He cleared his throat and continued.“I know I’m supposed to read from my last book.  However, I have been working on a new book and I want to get some feedback, if you don’t mind.” More applause. “My new book is about love through the eyes of men.  It’s a slight departure from my normal style, but my wife,” a collective sigh sang across the room. “Has been encouraging me to try something a little different. Here goes.”

      

      She’s beautiful, God.  I can’t take my eyes off her.  I’ve seen several men approach her and get turned away.  Do I dare enter into her space?  Her smile is mesmerizing and her laugh is like a sweet melody.  What is this strange feeling?  It’s like the hole in my heart was instantly filled the moment I heard her voice.  When she smiles my heart skips a beat.  When I look into her eyes, I see our great great grandchildren.

      

      Nothing makes sense.  In a matter of minutes, my life changed and it’s because of her.  Is this how real love feels?  I didn’t know love could be so intoxicating…so powerful.  I didn’t know love would be so overwhelming.  I wonder if she feels the same.  Does she sense how I feel?  Can she read the look on my face?  Does she know I’m a nervous wreck?  Does she know I would walk over hot coals just to be in her presence? Does she know how beautiful she is?  Does she know the sound of her voice calms my soul?  Does she know time stopped the minute I laid eyes on her?  Does she know together there’s so much we can accomplish?  Does she know the power she has over me? Does she know I want to spend the rest of my life with her?

      

      Father God, is it too soon to tell her I love her?  Will she even give me the time of day?  Was that smile for me, or the man standing next to me?  Should I be cool or should I be bold?  She’s the center of attention, the star of the party and there are so many people vying for her attention.  Will she even notice me? I have only one chance at a first impression, and I want mine to be lasting.   Please God, tell me what to do…please, just let her say ‘hello’.

      

      I can’t believe she said hello.  I kissed her hand and my life will never be the same.  She’s the one I want to spend the rest of my life with.  She’s the one I want to share myself with.  She’s the one I want to have children with.  She’s the one who will understand my love for You.  She’s the one that will understand You’re first in my life.  She’s the one who will help me.  She’s the one I want to take care of.  She’s the one I saw in my dreams.  She’s the one You showed me.  She’s the one You said You set aside just for me.  She’s the one I love, my beloved.

      

      She smiled and my life hasn’t been the same.  I will do whatever it takes to make her happy.  If that means stepping outside of my comfort zone to be with her, I will.  If it means leaving my family and friends and starting over, I will.  If it means  standing in an airport shouting,‘I love you’, I will.  If it means letting her walk away, then I will.  If it means waiting ten months for her to sort things out, I will.   As long as she comes back to me.

      

      Although I can live without her, I choose not to, because she is what I crave.  She is what my heart desires.  When she kisses me, I taste all that is sweet about her.  When I touch her skin, it’s like touching the softest cashmere.  My body longs to reside in her sanctuary.  When she speaks Your praise it warms my heart and makes me want to praise You even more.  When she smiles, my heart skips a beat.  When we dance, I don’t want to let her go although I know the dance is just a prelude to something greater.

      

      Dear God, thank you for finding me worthy of such a love.  Thank you for blessing me with this beautiful woman, thank you for our life together.  Thank you for our family. Thank you for our children. Thank you for answering my prayer.  Thank You, God, she said, ‘hello.’

      

      The applause was overwhelming.  He said when it came to us he had trouble finding the right words.  If, this was about us, not only did he find the right words, he formed them beautifully.

      Collier handed me a white handkerchief with a monogram “B”.  It was the one Moses had when he proposed, and used on our wedding day.

      “Thank you.”

      “What do you think?”

      “It’s beautiful.”  I dabbed at the tears gathering in my eyes.

      “He wanted to surprise you.”

      “Is the book about us?”

      “No, it’s like he said.  It’s about love through the eyes of men.”  I wanted to run up on the stage and throw my arms around him, but I couldn’t. The question and answer session was starting.

      “That is so raw and exposed.  What or who was the inspiration for the character?”  The first young man asked.

      Moses looked at me before answering the question. “This is a subject my friends and I have discussed endlessly.  Even men at my age, are baffled by women.  And yes, we still get tongue tied when we see a beautiful woman.”  Everyone laughed.

      The next student approached the microphone.  “You seem to have captured what every man has felt, but has been afraid to say.  Is that what happened when you met your wife?”

      “When I met my wife it was a lot like this.  However, the man in this passage is a compilation of my friends, and the things they said they felt the moment they met the woman that changed their lives.”

      I knew he had just exaggerated the truth, because that passage was about us.

      “In the past, your work was more geared toward mystery and thrillers.  Is it safe to say your wife has changed your writing style?” Asked the next young man.

      “True, I am more comfortable writing in those genres.  And yes, my wife has made a change in my life. But I don’t think it has changed my style.  I think it has enhanced it.  Now I’m able to add romance in the mix, giving the reader another element to explore while trying to figure out who did it.”

      The next student stepped up to the microphone and she had to stand on her tip toes.  One of the assistants rushed over and helped her.  “Thank you.  This man seems too good to be true.  Do you think women will gravitate to the men, and do you think men will relate to the male characters?”  This young woman sounded a little bitter.

      “Yes, I believe women will love the men, and I believe every man will see himself in one of the characters.  No one wants to admit they’ve made a mistake when it comes to love.  We’d all like to think we know ourselves well enough not to fall for the wrong person.  The truth is, if we had been listening to God in the first place, we wouldn’t have ended up with someone that wasn’t meant for us,” Moses answered.

      The next young woman readjusted the microphone.  “Hi, Mr. Moses.”

      “Hi.”  He smiled.

      “Mr. Moses, is the woman your wife?”

      “The woman is a compilation of women,” he replied.

      “Really?” she probed.

      “Yes.”

      The moderator stepped to the microphone.  “It’s getting late, and we need to let Mr. Moses leave.”

      “I’m fine,” Moses chimed.

      “Are you sure?” the moderator asked.

      “Yes.”

      “After these two, that’s it,” the moderator stressed.

      The second to the last student stepped up to the microphone.  She looked a little young to be in college.  “Hello, Mr. Moses.”  She smiled.

      “You have a pretty smile.  What’s your question?” he smiled.

      She seemed to smile wider and if it were possible for her to blush, I think her cheeks would have been the color of a juicy Fuji apple.  “Thank you…uhm, have you learned anything about the male-female relationship doing this book, that you didn’t know before?”

      “I believe that is the one relationship God created that is ever changing.  I don’t think there’s a definitive manual on the male-female relationship.  I think it’s like the character says, thank God, she said hello.  Good question.”

      The last student was an awkward looking young man.  He approached the mic like he was coming before a firing squad.  He cleared his throat.  “Good evening, Mr. Moses.”

      “Good evening. What’s your name?” Moses asked.

      “Evan.”

      “Nice strong name.  Okay, Evan, what do you want to ask me?”

      “If you hadn’t met your wife, do you think you would have been able to write this book?”

      “My wife loves my books, but she also loves to read romance novels of all sub genres.  She suggested I write a romance novel and I said no.  However, I was open to adding a romantic sub-plot.  Funny thing, as the characters developed, I understood what she was trying to say.   That was my long answer.”  He smiled.  “My short answer is, no.  If it weren’t for my wife this book wouldn’t have happened.  I guess I gave two long answers,” he joked.  “Very good question.”

      “Is she your muse?” he asked.

      “I’m sorry, we’re out of time for questions,” the moderator interrupted.

      “That’s alright.  Another good question.  The man I was before I met my wife  didn’t want anything to do with this kind of love.  I was content licking my wounds from my previous relationships.  I was focused on being the man I thought God wanted me to be.  But she showed me I wasn’t being God’s man, but my own, and not doing a very good job.  Now, I believe I’m God’s man, and I believe I’ve written the book He wanted me to write.  So in a way, yes, my wife is my muse.”

      “All because she smiled and said hello?”

      “Yes.  Thank you.  This has been fun.”

      “Let’s give Mr. Moses a hand for sharing that preview with us,” the moderator asked.  The audience gave him a standing ovation as he walked out the back door.

      I sneaked out to the lobby immediately after the last question.  Moses patiently signed copies of his books for the students.  Evan was the last one in line.  I eavesdropped on part of his and Moses’ exchange, “Don’t give up on her.”

      “How did you know?”

      Moses smiled at Evan.  “Let’s just say, I understand what you’re going through.  See that beautiful woman standing behind you in the black dress, trying to pretend she’s not eavesdropping on us?”  Evan turned around and our eyes met.  “Babe, come here, please.”

      I walked over and stood next to Moses.  “I heard you talking about me.  I wasn’t eavesdropping,” I teased.

      “Evan, this is my wife, Alexandra.”

      “Pleasure to meet you, Mrs. Moses.”  He extended his hand to me.

      That was the first time someone called me by my new alter-ego, ‘Mrs. Moses’.  It never occurred to me that as the wife of a renowned writer with a pen name, I would also have a pseudonym.

      “My pleasure as well,” I replied.

      “Don’t give up on her.  If you believe God told you she’s the one, be patient.”  Moses handed him a card. “Email me and let me know what happens.”

      “Thank you, sir,” he smiled.“Mrs. Moses.”

      He walked away with a huge smile on his face, and standing up a lot straighter than when he first approached the microphone.

      Moses gently kissed me.  “Thanks, Babe.”

      I wiped the lipstick off his lips and whispered, “Let’s go home.”

      He smiled and replied, “Whatever you say, Mrs. Adair.”

      “That’s Mrs. Moses, number one fan and muse, thank you very much.”

      He took my hand and we walked out to the car.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Dionne

      

      “WHAT’S GOING ON WITH YOU?”I asked a loaded question.

      “Nothing, everything’s fine,” Kendell replied.  “What about you?  How are Quentin and the baby?”

      “They’re fine, but that’s not what I’m talking about.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      I looked at her trying to figure out the best way to brooch the subject, but there really wasn’t one.  My friend of more than twenty years had been acting like an idiotic teenager, and I didn’t know why.  If I said it to her like that, she’d become even more defensive than she already was.

      “What is going on with you?  You’re not your usual fun self.”

      She looked vexed at my question.  “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “I’m trying to be polite.”

      “Then maybe you shouldn’t and just say what’s on your mind.”

      “Why did you break up with Bas?”  There I said it.  I asked the one question everyone had been asking each other, but not Kendell.  We’d given her the space she requested, but her actions warranted an explanation.

      She wiped her mouth and placed her napkin back on her lap. “Is this why you suggested we have dinner and catch up?”

      “Yes.”

      “I told you, my personal life is nobody’s business.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong.”

      “Unless I misunderstood you, it is my life in question.  More specifically, it’s my personal life.”

      “I have watched you over the years judge each one of us and when we show a little concern about you, all we get is this patent my personal life is no one’s business answer.”

      “I don’t owe you or anyone else a reason why I broke up with Bas.  If you and anyone else want to know why, ask him.”  She leaned back in her chair.

      “I don’t know about anyone else but I did ask Bas, and he said to ask you.”

      “Typical.”  She smirked and shook her head.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Dionne, why do you care?  Bas and I are done.”

      “Okay, let’s talk about your new man.”

      “What’s your problem with Jackson?”

      “Apart from his being, smug, condescending, arrogant, controlling, and just plain creepy, not much.”

      She nodded.  “Is that what everyone thinks?”

      “I don’t know about anyone else, but speaking for me and Quentin, we don’t like him.”

      “I see.”  She sipped her wine.  “Let me tell…”

      I held my hand up.  “Please, I don’t want to hear his resume.  He’s a jerk.”  Oh crap, that slipped out.

      “Excuse me?”

      I sighed.  “I don’t think he’s good for you.”

      “Why would you say that?”

      “I don’t know, maybe because he’s constantly saying negative things and putting you down.  I think he’s jealous.”

      “Jealous,” she laughed.  “That’s rich.  Why would he be jealous of me?  Do you know who his father is?”

      “No.”

      “His father is Clarence Young.”

      “So.”

      “He has one of the most prominent law practices in the city.”

      “Good for him, but that doesn’t…”

      “Jackson is nothing like Bas.”

      “You got that right.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Character…integrity…Bas has something Jackson will never have.”

      “Jackson has both of those things and more.  He’s his own man.  He’s not hanging on someone else’s coat tails.  His future is set.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Bas is content being Alex’s lap dog.  The way he follows her and Moses around is pathetic.  I can’t believe I was with such a weak man.”

      “Weak?  You think Bas is weak?”

      “Yes.  He’s afraid to breathe without Alex’s permission.”

      I couldn’t believe what I was hearing.  My ears were bleeding.  “Where is all of this coming from?”

      “It’s the truth, but none of you can see it.  Alex runs Bas.  Jackson doesn’t need anyone’s permission to do anything.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Did you know Alex was seeing someone?”

      “What?”

      “Did you know Alex was seeing Moses?”

      “No.”

      “Bas did, and he never told me.”

      “So?”

      “Don’t you think that’s a little strange?  I was his girlfriend and he never told me Alex was seeing someone.”

      “Is that why you broke up with him?”

      “Not entirely.”

      “So he didn’t tell you his boss was seeing someone.  Get over it.”

      “It’s a trust thing.  He didn’t trust me to keep a secret.”

      Then it hit me.  “I see what’s going on.  You’re jealous of Bas’ relationship with Alex.”

      “What?  That’s absurd.”

      “No, it’s the truth.  You’re jealous.  Alex and Bas are like sister and brother, that’s all.  They have a relationship none of us, even you, will ever have with him.”

      “Don’t make excuses for him.”

      “I’m not.  It’s the truth.”

      “Jackson said if Bas loved me the way he claimed to, he wouldn’t have hid that from me.”

      “We’ll Jackson’s an idiot.”  I sighed.  “Did it ever occur to you that Bas was following an order from his boss?  No.  It’s the same with your staff.  How many times have you told them, what happens in the kitchen and behind the scenes isn’t for the customers to know?”

      “It’s not the same thing.”

      “It’s exactly the same thing.”

      Her phone rang.  She picked it up and pressed Answer Call.  “Hey, can I call you back…yes…about an hour…okay.”  She pressed the button ending the call.  “Are we done?”

      “Are you still in love with Bas?”

      “I’m with Jackson now.”

      “That’s not what I asked.”

      “What difference does it make?  I’ve…we’ve moved on.”

      “It’s sad.”

      “What’s sad?”

      “You.”

      “Me?”  She half laughed.  “I’m not sad.”

      “You’re not happy.”

      “Are you finished?”

      “What happened to you?  A few months ago you were talking about opening a restaurant in Atlanta and now…”

      “Jackson felt the timing wasn’t right.”

      “Jackson?”

      “I was going to call Quentin, but I can tell you.  I need to re-evaluate my marketing and publicity budget.  I think there are some less expensive ways to promote the restaurant.  I need to be wise and not exhaust too much on marketing.  Good word of mouth is more effective than a color ad.”

      “Let me guess, Jackson?”

      “Yes.  He’s presented me with some ideas that may work.”

      “Uh-huh.  I’ll relay the message.  Is there anything else?”

      “Not unless there’s something else you want to voice your opinion on.”

      I looked at the woman sitting across from me and it was as if I were looking at a stranger.  I didn’t know this Kendell.  This Kendell was reciting the idiotic words of her insecure boyfriend.  The girls were right, Bas was better off without her.

      “I’m done.”  I knew she probably thought I meant I was finished with this conversation, but I was done with her.  Although I wanted to take away my friendship, I couldn’t because I knew when she realized Jackson wasn’t the man she thought he was and he broke her heart, I’d be there for her just as I always was.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Alex

      

      THE RIDE HOME WAS QUIET and thick with emotion, and I was regretting not taking Moses up on his suggestion to stay at the hotel.

      I closed my eyes and rested my head against the headrest trying not to think about all the things I wanted him to do to me.

      Suddenly, I felt his hot hand on my knee and a heat surge traveled the length of my body.  Now my beautiful low cut cocktail dress felt like a straight jacket.  He inched his hand up my thigh, and I felt a smile rise on my face.  He moved his hand up further and my mind filled with a few wild possibilities.

      He inched his hand further up my thigh under the suspender strap and my breath caught.  His hot finger danced along my upper thigh and my mind went back to his words.  Not the ones he read tonight, but the ones in the many love notes he’d given me.  I grabbed the side of the seat trying not to give in to my body.  I licked my lips savoring the feel of his hand finger dancing along my thigh.

      His hand grazed the edge of my knickers and I almost came undone.  The mere fact that his finger was so close to my sweet spot excited me even more.

      His large hand was hidden under the full bottom of my beautiful dress teasing, and taunting me with the possibility of something more.  I swallowed hard at the thought that he might do that finger thing  that I enjoy, and I grabbed his hand.

      “Do you want me to stop?” he asked in his deep sexy voice as he squeezed my thigh and my breath caught.

      “I…I…”

      “I’ll do whatever you want.”

      It felt like I was in distress.  I could barely breathe with his hand so close to my sweet spot.  I couldn’t believe I was actually considering letting him…

      The car stopped moving.  I opened my eyes, looked out the window and saw we were still a few minutes away from home.  I inhaled, looked at him, and smiled.

      Moses leaned close, kissed my neck and asked, “What do you want?”

      I grabbed his thigh and smiled.  “Take me home.”

      The light changed and he floored the gas.

      We pulled into the driveway and Moses got out, walked around and opened my door.  I took his hand and slowly climbed out.   I conveniently left my bag on the floor knowing when I bent down, it would excite him to see the top of my stockings and suspender straps.  When I stood up, I backed against him and his body spoke volumes.  I turned around and looked up at him.

      He slid his hands around my waist, backed me up against the open car door, and took my mouth in a kiss so hard and deep, it felt like his tongue was tickling my tonsils.  He grabbed my behind, pressed me against him and kissed me harder.  I couldn’t believe we were in our front yard kissing like two wild teenagers.    Nor could I believe I almost let him do that finger thing to me in the car.

      He pulled back, walked me to the front door and I stumbled into the house.  I walked over to the bottom of the stairs and looked up.  That was  a lot of stairs to climb when every little step I took sent a charge to my nether region.  How did he expect me to walk after what almost happened in the car and that kiss?

      I took my dress off and left it at the bottom of the stairs, and walked up to our bedroom.

      When Moses stopped at the door, he held up my dress.  “I like your breadcrumb,” he said, followed by a wolfish smile.  He stepped inside, placed my dress on the chaise along with his jacket and started towards, me.  The closer he got to me, the faster my heart raced.

      I pressed the remote and suddenly music surrounded the space.  He looked like a lion stalking his prey.  Every step was slow and calculated.  My mind scanned the menu of things I wanted to do with him and to him.  He stepped closer and I could barely breathe.  My beautiful black lace and silk bra and knickers felt like a straight jacket.  My  body was on fire, and the only thing that could cool me down was his touch.

      He stepped closer, gently stroked the side of my arm and I began to crack.  His words from the reading were on a constant loop in my head and I was so aroused, I thought if he called my name, I’d lose it.  I needed to hold on just a little longer.  He walked around me, stopped, brushed my hair to the side, and pressed his hot lips on my neck.  That was my number one trigger.  Every time he kissed me there, a wave of pleasure engulfed my body sending me into a tail spin.  I leaned back against his chest and he eased his hand around my waist as he continued to nuzzle my neck.  I let out a deep moan.

      “Baby…uhm…”,

      He kissed my shoulder.  “You’re beautiful.”  The heat of his breath floated into my ear along with his words.  “What do you want?”

      What do I want?  I want you to make love to me like it was the first time…slow and hard, until I get hoarse from calling out your name.  But first there was something I wanted to do.

      I turned around, unbuttoned his shirt and when I reached the last button, I opened the shirt and kissed his chest.  He tasted salty and spicy.  He slipped his hands around my waist and I brushed them away, and shook my head.  “Not yet.”

      He leaned back.  “Not yet?”

      I smiled and shook my head. I kissed his flat nipple and was treated to a deep gasp.  He lifted my face and took my mouth in a hard kiss.  I eased my hands around his waist, pulled him to me, and slid my hands down his behind.  He kissed me harder, eased his hands inside my knickers, caressing my behind.

      I pulled back and looked deep in those gorgeous eyes. “Does he know my life changed the moment he kissed my hand?  Does he know his kiss is the only one I remember?  Does he know his voice is calming?  Does he know when he smiles I feel safe?”  I brushed the side of his face.  “Does he know his touch excites me?  Does he know how much I love him?  Does he know I noticed him long before he said ‘hello’?”

      He crushed his lips against mine, kissing me deep and hard.  I wrapped my arms around his neck and pressed myself against his hard body.   He picked me up like on our wedding night, placed me in the center of the bed, and I watched him finish undressing.  I grew more excited as pieces of his beautiful muscular body were revealed.  I closed my eyes briefly and when I opened them, he was completely naked.  The sight of his beautiful naked body on full display almost sent me over the edge.  I desperately wanted him nestled between my thighs taking us to the promised land.

      He parted my legs, ran his hot fingers along the inside of my thighs, and I almost crashed.  I clutched the sheets trying to hold on, but I was too close to exploding.  I wanted him on top of me…inside of me.  I wanted us to act out his words together.

      He kissed the inside of my thigh, and I felt a wave a passion rise from my feet along my legs to my thighs, and I grabbed the sheets tighter.  Oh, God! What was  he doing to me?  It was like he was trying to make me suffer.  I closed my eyes, trying not to think about how badly I wanted to let go.

      His hot finger danced along the lace edge of my knickers and I began breathing harder.  He eased up the inside of my thighs, and his obvious arousal brushed the inside of my thigh.  I wrapped my legs around his waist.  I needed him to stay in that spot and give me what I wanted…him.  He whispered, “What do you want?”

      “I…I…I want you…to…make love…to me…like…you did…on paper.”  I could barely get the words out.  He unwrapped my legs, slid his large hot hand inside my black lace knickers, and I arched up.  His hand moved deeper teasing my dark curls.

      “It is my desire to pleasure you.”  He announced as his fingers teased me.

      “Off…take them off,” I begged.

      “No.”

      No.  I was on fire and I wanted him to give me relief.  His large hand barely fit inside my delicate lace knickers.  I was growing more agitated.  “Please baby, take them off.”  My body was writhing and my skin was on fire.   I knew if I moved, I’d come undone, and I really wanted him to take that ride with me.  He took my nipple in his mouth and I cried out.

      “You taste sweet and spicy.  I could sup from your breasts everyday and never get full.”

      He continued teasing me with his other hand and I felt myself tighten.  “Baby…ple…please…I …I…I…want…”

      He gently bit down on my nipple and I lost it.  My orgasm came hard.  I pressed his hand down on my sweet spot and I began to shake.  He moved his finger slightly, and it felt like my orgasm had been given a second, extended life.   I cried out as I lay there shaking.

      He slowly removed his finger and I felt his hands on my legs, but I couldn’t move.  He slipped my knickers off, eased up to my ear and asked, “Ready for more?”

      All I could do was nod yes.

      He pulled my legs apart and buried himself deep inside me.  The pressure rose slowly with each push.  I needed more.  It was like he was reading my mind.  He lowered his face, captured my hard peak between his teeth, and gently pulled until I cried out.  I was beginning to soar again.  He pushed deeper and suddenly, he stopped.

      I tried to touch him, but he grabbed my hands and pinned them above my head.  “Please baby…”  He kissed me harder and started our ride again.  The rhythm was slow and steady, and then the tightness took over.  I was on the ledge ready to jump.

      “Not yet.”

      He released my hands and I was finally able to touch his smooth dark skin.  I grabbed his behind and pushed him deeper.  I needed the friction, I needed him to join me.  “Harder.”  He seemed surprised by my request.  He smiled, braced himself and fulfilled my request.  God, he felt good.  The steady ride sped up, and I dug my fingers deep into his skin and tightened around him.  I felt the wave of pleasure rising.  “Oh, God Moses!”

      “Hold on baby.”

      He lifted my hips, pushed deeper and that was it.  I couldn’t hold it any longer.  I needed him to let me go.  Suddenly he stopped moving.   What the crap!   “Baby…don’t…I…”

      He took my mouth ferociously, kissing me deep and hard. Now I really needed to let go.  Oh, God.  I really need to…

      “Baby, take me with you.”  He lifted my legs and gently tugged on my nipple between his teeth.

      “Oh, Damn!”  My orgasm hit hard and I fell back against the bed taking him with me.  I was spent.  We lay still wrapped in each other’s arms, shaking and wet.

      When the tremors stopped, Moses tried to get up. and I pulled him back.  The weight of his heavy body pressed against my swollen breasts and hard nipples was painful, but it was also very pleasurable.  I brushed the beads of sweat on his temple.  “I like the way you express yourself,” I teased.

      He raised up slightly, looked at me and smiled.  “You inspire me.”

      “Am I your muse?”

      “If you’re asking do you push me to go deeper,” we laughed.  “Then yes, you are.”  He rolled over and pulled me on top of his chest.  We lay still trying to catch our breath.  “I have a confession, the man…in the book…is me and…the woman…is…you.”

      “Kinda…already knew…that…honey.”

      “You’re not…mad I sort of broke…a rule?” He glided his hand down my back caressing my behind.

      “No.” My breathing was slowing down.  “I think it’s romantic…and sexy that you felt…comfortable…to share so much of yourself with me…and your readers.”

      “That’s what Spencer said, but he didn’t use the word sexy when he insisted on meeting you.”

      “What?”

      “When I heard he was on his way to Alaska, I told him we could meet later, but he insisted on meeting you.  He said he had to meet the woman who inspired those words.”

      “Really?”

      “No.”  I playfully socked him.  “What he said was, she must be pretty special, because it’s starting to show in my work and he wanted to meet the woman that changed my life.”

      “He did?”

      “Yep.  He said she sounds a lot like my wife.”

      “Now you’re just messing with me.”

      “No.  Have I told you about Spencer’s wife?”

      “No.”

      “She’s the one who found my book and told Spencer he’d be a fool if he didn’t buy it.  She was very strong willed, opinionated, and very independent.  She said I was the son they never had.  She took me under her wing and became my editor.  That’s why I wanted you to meet him.  He’s sort of like my grandfather.”

      This was  my other favorite thing.  Talking.  I loved making love to my husband, but the post lovemaking conversation was just as wonderful.  He said his man card could be revoked for admitting how much he liked talking afterwards.

      “I’m hungry.  Do you want something to eat?”

      “Yeah, give me a minute.”

      I walked into his closet, got his robe and handed it to him. We went downstairs, rifled through the refrigerator and probed each other about our friends.  “Are you going to talk to Collier?”

      “No, when he’s ready to talk, he will.”

      “Are you going to talk to Chloe?”

      “I have to be careful.  Right now she’s a little embarrassed that I discovered her secret.  I’ll let her come to me.”

      “What time is it?”

      “Oh, my God, it’s almost one-thirty.”

      “Put that up.  I’ve got to be at the conference at eight.”  I put the pan back in the fridge, and he put the spoons in the sink and turned the lights off, and we went upstairs.  We got into bed and I got in my spot, and he wrapped his arm around me and kissed me.  I felt a little something teasing my navel.

      “What are you doing?  I thought you said we needed to get some sleep?”

      “We do.”

      “So what are you doing?” I asked again as his hand slipped lower.

      “I’m reading you.”

      “You’re reading me?” I giggled.

      “Yes.” He rolled me over onto my back and kissed me.  “Chapter One, your lips  taste sweet, like sugar cane.  Chapter Two, your neck smells like a garden in full bloom.”  He moved his mouth down and kissed the top of my breasts and I started to get aroused.  He continued his reading. “Chapter Three, your full bounty is where I love to reside.  Chapter Four, your skin feels like a soft peach.”

      He continued reading and when he reached the last chapter, I screamed out in delight.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Taylor

      

      THE LAST TIME I WAS at a high school dance was…let’s just say, I was high school age, but my date wasn’t. How did Jason and I get drafted to chaperone a high school dance?

      With the words of Miss Missy Sharp, PTA President, ringing in my head, I searched my closet for something to wear based on the chaperone dress code.  I read the email she sent me, “Mrs. Bishop, please stick to the chaperone dress code.  Nothing too low cut in the front or back.  Skirt should be no more than two inches above the knee.  No midriff tops.  If you opt for slacks, please no skinny or tight pants.  And no stilettos or stripper heels.”  I laughed and shook my head at the absurdness of her email.

      I reached into my closet and pulled out a fuchsia jersey Donna Karan, with a deep neckline that hugged every curve I had.  I looked at myself from all angles in the mirror.  This dress should get me out of chaperone duty.

      I walked downstairs to the kitchen.  “Okay, guys, how do I look?”  I slowly turned around and modeled my modest attire choice for the evening.

      “Mom, you look great,” Zach said as he smiled.

      “Thank you.”  I looked at Jason.  “Honey?”

      He smiled and then a frown covered his face.  “No.”

      “No?”

      “Zach, let Jessica know we’ll be ready in thirty minutes.  Your mom and I need to talk.”

      Zach kissed me on the cheek and left the kitchen.  “Mom, you look great.”

      “Thank you baby.”  I turned toward Jason and he was still frowning.  “What’s wrong?”

      He stepped to me, rubbed my shoulders and kissed me.  “You know I love the way you dress.  It’s one of the things that drew me to you…those curves are dangerous, and that’s why you need to change.”

      I stepped out of his grasp.  “Excuse me?”

      “Honey, we are chaperoning a high school dance at an all boys school.”

      “Correct me if I’m wrong, but aren’t the boys bringing dates?”

      “Let’s be real. You don’t look like the typical parental chaperone they’re used to seeing at a dance.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “You’re a walking sex dream.”  He stepped closer and I stepped back.  “Come on baby…it’s the truth.”  He stepped closer and eased his hands around my waist.

      “You want me to change, because…”

      “I don’t want to spend the entire dance monitoring the restroom, because all the stalls are full of horny teenaged boys trying to deal with the reactions their bodies are having when they see you in this dress.”  He kissed me.  “And don’t get me started on the dads.  I’m not going to jail because I hit some middle aged man for getting too friendly with my wife.”

      I laughed and wrapped my arms around his neck.  “Too sexy, huh?”

      “If it was just us going out, I’d be cool, but not tonight.”

      “I’ll change.”  I kissed him.

      “Thank you.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I looked around the gym and I couldn’t believe the way some of the mothers were dressed.  I’m so glad not to be part of the “mommy click.”  I had changed into a more modest, fitted taupe Alaia dress with a deep scoop neckline and mid-thigh full skirt.  For me this was practically a heavy bathrobe.  But some people, like Missy Sharp, found it too revealing, and I was banished to the coat check and told if there was one that fit, to put it on.  It was very hard not to pop Missy in her mouth.

      I snuck out of my cell to the gym to watch Zach and Jessica…they looked so cute dancing.  I stood at the punch table trying to stay out of trouble, when I noticed a young man sitting by himself.  I filled two glasses with punch and walked over to him.

      “Hi.”

      He looked up and his eyes were filled with sadness.  I looked around and sat down next to him.  “Hi.”  I handed him one of the glasses.“Thank you.”

      “What’s your name?”

      “Jamal.”

      “I’m Taylor.  Why aren’t you dancing?”

      “My date abandoned me.”

      “Why would she do that?” I sipped some punch.

      “She said she only came with me to make Tyrone Reynolds jealous.” He sipped some punch.

      “Who’s Tyrone Reynolds?”

      He pointed across the room to this kid who was six feet tall and a wall.  “Looks like he’s here with someone else.”

      “She said that’s his rebound.”

      “I see.  So you’re going to sit and sulk?”

      “Or go home.”

      “Or ask someone else to dance.”

      “Everyone has a date.”

      I nodded.  “Come on.”  I put my glass down next to my seat, stood up, and extended my hand to him.

      “I can’t.  Rules say no dancing with teachers or the staff.”

      “Then I guess it’s a good thing I’m neither.  Come on…take my hand.”  My hand was dangling.  “Jamal, this is a one-time offer…three…two…” He grabbed my hand and stood up.  “We are going out there in the middle of the dance floor, and show what’s her name?”

      “Felicia Owens.”

      “We are going to show Felicia what she’s missing.”  I led him out to the dance floor and we danced for three songs.  Then the band played a slow song, and he almost passed out.  I looked past him to Jason and nodded to him to rescue me.   “Put your hands around my waist.”

      “I can’t Miss Taylor.”

      “Jamal, do it.  Be a badass and every girl in here will want to get with you.”

      “Really, Miss Taylor?”

      “Dude, you are dancing with a sexy, older woman.”

      He laughed.  “Okay, Miss Taylor.”  He stepped closer and wrapped his arms around my waist, and I put my hands around his neck.

      We swayed back and forth to the music.  I was careful not to get too close, remembering Jason’s comments.  “Don’t look now, but she’s looking at you.”  He started to turn around.  “I said don’t look.”

      “Really?”

      I looked at Jason and he was walking towards us.  He stopped and tapped Jamal on the shoulder. “Excuse me, but this beautiful young lady wanted to know if she could dance with you?” he asked.

      I looked at Jamal and a huge smile covered his face.  “Miss Taylor, do you mind?”

      I addressed the cute girl.  “He’s an excellent dancer.”  I stepped aside and she slid into his arms.

      He mouthed to me, “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.”  I turned to face Jason.  “Seems I’ve lost my dance  partner.”

      He extended his hand to me.  “Would you do me the honor of this dance?”

      “I don’t know.  Do you think you can handle being close to me in this dress?”

      He slipped his hand around my waist, pulled me to his chest and I wrapped my arms around his neck.  “I’ve been waiting all night to dance with the prettiest girl in the room.”  He crushed his lips against mine and it felt like it did the last time I was at a high school dance.  And like my last high school dance experience, I got the same physical reaction from my date.

      “Do you need to go to the restroom?”  I teased.

      “Only if you come with me.”

      “Mr. Bishop, I believe that is against chaperone protocol,” we smiled.  “But I think I left my other jacket in the coat room.”

      “Really?”

      “I was told if there was a problem, the coat room monitor could help me.”

      “Seems you’re in luck, because I’m the coat room monitor.”

      “I guess this is my lucky night.”

      “Follow me, and I’ll see what I can do about helping you find your jacket.”  I took Jason’s hand and escorted him to my assigned chaperone station, the coat room.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Chloe

      

      I LOOKED AT COLLIER AND wondered what our life would have been like had we gotten together when we were younger.  I don’t want to sound like a crazy woman, but it felt right.  Like this was destined.  Now I sounded like Dionne and Alex.

      I finished feeding Parker and he started his yawing exercise, followed by his sleep serenade.

      “What is that noise?” Collier asked.

      I laughed.  “That’s Parker.”

      He laughed.  “Are you serious?  He sounds like an old man.”

      “I know.  He inherited that from his father.  Let me put him…” I started to get up, when Collier stepped in.

      “Let me,” he extended his hands to take Parker.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes.  Let me try.”  I placed Parker in his arms and watched as he rocked Parker until he calmed down and fell asleep.

      About ten minutes later, I approached him.  “Here, I’ll take him.”

      He stood up.  “I’ll put him down.  Point me to the nursery.”

      “Third door on the right.”

      He gingerly walked down the hall to Parker’s room.  I waited until he was in the room and hurried down the hall behind him, and stood outside the door.

      “Little man, I need your help.  I’m trying to convince your mommy that you and her dating me is a good idea.  Maybe you can tell her it’s okay.  I never stopped loving her.  She’s the reason I never got married.  I’ve been waiting on God to send her back to me, and He has.  Not only did He bring her back, but she came with a little something extra, you.  Now if she’ll only trust God this is a good thing, maybe the three of us can be a family.”  I quietly walked back out to the patio.

      I heard his footsteps and looked up.  “How did it go?”

      He sat down and placed the baby monitor on the table. “Easy.”  He smiled.“Where’s his father?”

      “With his twenty something year old fiancée, I guess.”

      “Oh.”

      “How did you like church?” I needed to divert all relationship talk after hearing his conversation with Parker.

      “I like your pastor.  He’s a little different from mine, but I like him.”

      “Do you and Moses go to the same church?”

      “Yes.  In fact, he and Alex have taught a couple of the singles classes.”

      “She didn’t tell me that.”

      “No?”

      “Is she different when she’s there?”

      “Yes and no.  Here, she seems more like Alex Miller Adair and there, she’s very much Mrs. Adair.”

      “Really?”

      “When she’s in New York, it’s like she’s on holiday from her life.”

      “I understand.”

      “They’ve been renovating the townhouse, and it keeps her busy.  I know she’s still adjusting.  He loves her either way.  What’s he like here?”

      I poured more lemonade.  “Quiet.  I think he’s still trying to find his way.  He spends a lot of time with Bas and Quentin, and like her, he seems to be on vacation from his life.”

      “I think once they really get used to being married, you won’t be able to tell the difference between their east coast and west coast personalities.”

      “Exactly.  Have you been to dinner with them?”

      “Do they act like that all the time?” I asked.  We laughed and he gently touched my hand.

      “Yes.  And it’s contagious.  Wait until you go dancing with them.”

      “My friend doesn’t dance.”

      “Your friend may not, but my friend’s wife does.  You should see them.  They go dancing, not clubbing.  They’ve got a few places they like to go.”

      “You’re kidding!”  The woman he described sounded nothing like my friend.

      “No.  Or you’ll be over for dinner, and they’ll be in the kitchen dancing.”

      “No, I haven’t seen that.”

      “They asked me to stay with them, and I said no.  I learned my lesson never stay with newlyweds,” he smiled.  “His first wife was nothing like Alex.  He seems freer, relaxed…he’s like the guy I first met in college.”

      “Her fiancé wasn’t very affectionate.  You only knew they were a couple because they said so. But when you see her with Moses, you know they’re a couple.”

      “Exactly.  When we go out it’s like chaperoning two horny teenagers.  They can’t keep their hands off each other.” We laughed.

      “What’s with that?”

      “It’s just them.” He looked at me and smiled.  “I asked about the honeymoon--”

      “What did he say?”

      “He had this stupid grin on his face and said it was nice.”

      “That’s all she said.  I was all ready to hear some juicy details and all she said was, it was great and the place is beautiful.”

      “It all has to do with some rule they have about keeping everything private.”

      “I can’t blame them.  If more people did that--”

      “That’s the same thing I said.  Tell me about the wedding.”

      “It was very intimate and filled with love...very much like them.  They got married in his grandmother’s garden.  Alex was beautiful and he was a nervous wreck.  I tease them about how they carry on, but I want that.  I want to kiss my wife in public and not care who sees.  I want my wife to know I’ve got her back.  I want to dance with her in public.  I want to give her the world and know she doesn’t expect it.  I want a partner.  That’s what they have.  He said she refers to their marriage as a team, and said he’s the captain.  They said they have to do whatever is necessary to keep the team progressing.”

      “Wow.”

      “So far it’s working.  Like the other night, he called her at the last minute to meet his publisher.  She didn’t complain, she showed up, wooed his publisher, stood in the back row of his reading like a dutiful wife, and he was very proud.  And when she needs help at the store, he goes over and does whatever she asks him to do.”

      “You’re kidding.”

      “No.  They’re for real.  If anyone told me three years ago my heartbroken best friend would be married, I would have said they were lying.  Much less, that that same friend and his wife would teach me how valuable a good marriage is, I’d have said “no way”.  But here I am, waiting on God to bless me like He’s blessed them.”

      “When I came back and found out Alex was married, and she told me about the rules they have, I decided right then the next time I get married, I’m doing that.”

      “So CJ, what…”

      “Want to watch a movie?”

      “Sure.”

      We went inside, popped in a movie, got comfortable on the sofa and spent the rest of the day watching movies, playing with Parker and Collier showing me how to use my stove.  Now I knew how Alex ended up in New York with someone she barely knew.   When you know it’s right, nothing else matters.  I think this is what Alex was trying to tell me.  There are just some things in your relationship you need to keep secret.

      

      Alex

      

      “PALM SPRINGS,” MOSES SMILED AND kissed me.  “I really needed this.  Thank you, baby.”

      “You’re welcome.”  I tucked my hair behind my ear.  “Have you spoken with Collier?”

      “No, why?”

      “No reason.”

      He looked at me.  “Really?”

      “Okay, so I want to know what’s going on, if anything between him and Chloe.”

      “Why don’t you ask her?”

      “I left her a message.”

      We pulled up to the valet and stopped the car.  Moses walked around, helped me out and we walked into the restaurant to the hostess station.

      “Hello, welcome.  How may I help you?”  the hostess said.

      “Hello. We have a reservation.  The name is Adair.”

      She checked her iPad and looked up at Moses.  “Table for two.  Follow me,” she said.

      We followed the hostess and as I looked around I, spotted a familiar face and stopped walking.  Moses almost stepped on the back of my foot, and grabbed my waist.

      “Babe, I’m sorry.”

      “Is that Collier with Chloe?” I asked.

      “Where?”  He looked in the direction I was pointing.

      “What…I believe it is.”

      “Did you tell Collier we were coming here?”

      “No.  Did you tell her?” he asked.

      “No.”

      “Right this way,”  urged the hostess.

      We kept walking and Chloe looked up, and our eyes locked.

      “Wait one moment,” I said to the hostess.  We walked over and addressed the big pink elephant in the room.  “Hi.”

      Collier looked up.  “What are you two doing here?”  he asked.

      “We’re here for a little relaxation.”  Collier stood up and hugged me and then his best friend.  “What’s up, man?”

      “I thought you went back a few days ago?”  Moses asked.

      “I had uhm—”

      I walked over and hugged Chloe.  “Hey, Miss Chloe.”

      “Hi.”

      Moses walked over and hugged her.  “Looking good Chloe.”

      “Thank you, so do you,” she casually flirted.

      “Sir, would you and your wife like to join your friends?” asked the hostess.

      “Do you mind?” Moses asked the lovely couple.

      “No, have a seat.”  Collier was very receptive, but my best friend looked pissed.  It’s all their fault.  If they wanted to keep this rendezvous a secret, they should have come to the professionals.  We knew how to date in secret.

      Moses pulled my chair out and I sat down. “Thank you Baby.”  He walked around and sat down next to me.

      “I’ll send the server over to take your drink orders,” the hostess informed us.

      “Thank you,” Moses replied.  “When did you two get here?”

      “We drove down after church,” Collier answered.  “What about you?”

      “Us, too.  We probably passed each other on the highway.  How long will you be here?”

      My husband was cute trying to get answers without coming right out and asking.  I was just the opposite.  If I wanted to know something, I just asked or in this case, said nothing.  I knew it would irritate Chloe more if I didn’t ask.

      “Until Wednesday,” Collier answered.

      “Us too.  Where are you staying?” I asked.

      “The Chapman” Chloe answered.  “What about you?”

      “The Wilson,” I replied.

      Dinner was excellent, and filled with great conversation and a ton of dirty looks from my best friend.  I liked this and could see the four of us spending more afternoons together,  and couples trips.  I eased my hand up Moses’ leg and he looked at me.

      “How long are we going to dance around this?” Chloe asked.

      “Dance around what?” Moses asked.  “Honey, do you know what she’s talking about?”

      “I can’t say that I do.”  I kissed him.

      “Stop it, Alex.  I know you want to know what’s going on,” Chloe said.

      “Not really.” I turned to Moses.  “Honey, it’s getting late.  Get the check.”

      “No, I got this,” Collier said.

      “Only if you let me get lunch tomorrow,” Moses replied.

      Collier looked at Chloe. “CJ, are you okay with lunch tomorrow?”

      There was that look again.  The one that said if I had a knife, I’d cut you.  “Sure.”

      “Well, we’re going to get out of here,” I announced, and Moses stood up and helped me up.

      I walked over, kissed Collier on the cheek, and gave Chloe a hug and a kiss.  She whispered, “I know what you’re doing.”

      “Sweetie, I don’t know what you’re talking about.”  I  stood up. “We’ll see you tomorrow.”

      “Collier, thank you for dinner.”  Moses walked over and they bro-hugged.  Then he went over and kissed Chloe on the cheek.

      “Kiss Parker for us.  Goodnight.”  I grabbed Moses’ hand and we left.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Chloe

      

      I CHECKED ON PARKER AND the nanny, and took a deep breath before heading out to the patio.  I quietly walked up and stood next to Collier.  “How’s Parker?”

      “He and Mrs. Green are asleep.”  I was a lot nervous.  I hadn’t been on a date in a long time that had left me excited and eager to not have it end.  “I had a good time tonight.  I’m glad you suggested we double date with Alex and Moses.  And you were right.”

      “It’s contagious, isn’t it?” He smiled.

      “I have never seen them like that.”  He moved in a little closer. “The way he’s always touching her, the whispering and the kissing, it’s like being on a first date with teenagers.”

      “I told you.”

      “At first when we bumped into them, I was a little upset, but after spending time with them, I think it took the pressure off of us.”

      “What do you mean?” he asked.

      “I was nervous about coming this weekend, and was actually thinking about going home because I thought it was a bad idea.”

      “And now?”

      “Spending time with Alex and Moses helped me relax and have a good time.”

      “Good.” He moved a little closer.

      “Today while we were shopping, I wanted to tell her about us, but…what are we doing?”

      “I thought we were getting reacquainted.”

      “Is that what we’re doing?”

      “Yes.”

      “And what happens when you go back to New York?”

      “You and Parker will come and visit.” The answers were just rolling off his tongue without hesitation.

      “And?”

      “I’ll come visit.”

      “And how long will we be on this roller coaster of back and forth long distance dating?”

      “I don’t know.  I thought you wanted to take it slow.”

      “I do.  But, whatever I do, who ever I get involved with has to know that Parker is my priority, second to God.”

      “CJ, we just found each other again.  I thought…”

      “I see.  It’s getting late, and we’re supposed to meet Alex and Moses for breakfast.”  I walked toward the door and he stopped me.

      “CJ, I don’t want to hurt you by making empty promises.”

      “I understand.  When we get back, maybe we need to start over as friends and see what happens.”

      “If that’s what you want.”

      “Fine.  I’ll see you in the morning.  Good night.”  I opened the door and ushered him out.

      “Good night.”  I closed the door, went out to the patio, listened to my spirit and prayed.  I stood absorbing the silence, and believed I had an answer.  I pulled my phone out of my pocket, scrolled through my contacts, pressed the number, and stared at the photo.  I pressed the Call Button and after the third ring, he picked up.

      “I know it’s late, but I need to talk to you.  Please meet me in the lobby.”

      I hung up, went down to the lobby and waited. I paced back and forth, rehearsing what I was going to say.  I looked up and coming towards me was either my past and or my future.

      “I’m sorry.”  I blurted out.  “I…” he crushed his lips against mine, and I almost fell backwards.  He pulled me to his chest and when my body pressed up against his, it triggered a memory.  I wrapped my hands around his neck and pulled him closer.  The feel of his lips and tongue exploring my mouth, brought back all those memories of us in the hay loft.   This is the feeling I’d been searching for.

      He was the reason I hadn’t had any success with men.  He was the one God reserved for me, but I was too stupid and angry with myself to realize the time wasn’t right back then.

      He pulled back and I locked eyes with him.  He brushed my swollen lips with the tip of his finger and smiled.

      “I’m scared too,” he announced.

      I wanted to cry, but I couldn’t.  “What do we do now?”

      “Take our time and listen to God.  If it’s the plan He has for us, it will work itself out.”

      I nodded.  “Okay.”  He took my hand and walked me back to my room.  We stood silent in front of the door.  He gently kissed me again before I walked inside.  A few minutes later my phone rang.  I recognized the number and pressed Answer Call.

      “Hello.”  There was that giddy schoolgirl I tried to keep buried in the dungeon.”

      “Don’t worry CJ, we’ll figure it out,” Collier assured me.  “Good night.”

      “Good night.”
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      I never thought I’d be this woman. A divorced mother re-entering the dating game.  I always thought, well, I don’t know what I thought.  I take that back, I had a pretty good idea where I’d be in my professional life, but it’s my personal life I wasn’t too sure about.

      In my fantasy, I hoped Collier and I would find each other and live the life I thought I wanted.  However, that wasn’t what happened.  The love of my life disappeared, I got engaged to the right wrong man, I married and got pregnant by an idiot head, and now the love of my life was back.

      Collier and I have spoken every day since he left.  He invited me and Parker to come for a visit, but I thought it was too soon.  For a couple who agreed to take things slow, we weren’t… or maybe, this was our version of slow.  Although, we could stay with Alex and Moses. I keep telling myself not to overthink this relationship, and just enjoy getting to know Collier again.

      I exhaled, picked up my phone and the doorbell rang.  I walked up to the door to see who had the nerve to stop by uninvited.  I looked out the side window and smiled.

      “You must have been reading my mind,” I hugged her.  “Alex, what are you doing here?”

      “Call it intuition.  I sensed you wanted to talk.” She smiled.

      “Really?”

      “Okay, I’m nosey.”

      “Tell me something I don’t know.”

      “I’d be pissed if it weren’t the truth.”  We laughed.

      “Come in.”  She stepped inside and I closed the door.  “So what’s on your mind?”

      We walked down the hall.  “What’s going on with you and Collier?”

      “What’s in the bag?”  We continued walking out to the patio.

      “This bag contains the healthiest chili cheese burgers in the city.”

      “Sit down.”

      We sat down.  She took all the food out and placed it on the table, and I said grace.

      “Don’t tell Moses about this. Otherwise, he’ll guilt me into thirty additional minutes on the treadmill in the morning.”  We laughed.  “This is so good.”

      “Girlfriend, you aren’t the only that will be doing extra duty on the  treadmill tomorrow.”  I took another bite, swallowed, and looked at my friend.  I hadn’t seen her this happy in, never.  She was glowing.  That was a combination of happiness, love and great sex.

      Alex looked at me.  “What?  Is there something wrong with your burger?”

      “No.  I was just thinking, I don’t recall your ever being this happy.

      She smiled.  “You’re right.”

      “Never?”

      “No.  It’s Moses.  I love being married to Moses.  There’s never a dull moment.  He makes me laugh, we have fun, and he encourages me to step out of my comfort zone.”

      “And you didn’t have that with Jonathan?”

      “No.”

      I was shocked by her answer.  ”I knew he wasn’t very affectionate in public, but I thought, possibly in private, he was…”

      “Johnathan wasn’t…There were a lot of things about him…what you saw in public…if I had married him, I would have been settling.”

      “Wow.  I didn’t know.  I just thought his jerk personality was his public persona.  No offense.”

      “None taken.  Jonathan was, let’s just say I’m glad I didn’t marry him.  That makes me sound like a horrible person, but it’s the truth.”

      “And Moses…”

      Her mouth turned up into a huge smile.  He understands me, and I love having a teammate.  In all the years I was with Jonathan, I never had that.”

      “And with Moses you do?”

      “Things are very different with Moses.  I love that he wants to take care of me and understands my need for independence.  He’s shown me I really wasn’t living but existing. After my first marriage, I didn’t think I deserved to be treated like a queen.  So I settled for a sub par relationship with Jonathan.  I was scared to move forward with Moses, because he was proof that I could have more, and that more was standing in my kitchen.”

      “And now?”

      “I am truly, deeply in love.  Being married to Moses is what I thought marriage should be.  Now I sound like a silly teenager, but it’s the truth.  It feels good to be with someone who isn’t looking to pick a fight over something stupid.  I’m in love and married to a man who knows what it means to be in a relationship.”  She popped a couple of fries into her mouth.

      “Jonathan’s attitude is why none of us liked being around him.  He always seemed unhappy.”

      “He probably was.”  She sipped her drink.  “I know I shouldn’t, as my grandmother would say, speak bad of the dead, but he was a jerk.  And what’s worse is, I was going to marry him.”

      “That’s in the past.”

      “I know.  I thought we were supposed to be talking about you and Collier.”  She took another bite of her hamburger.

      “So, what do you want to know?”

      “How does it feel to be back with your first love?”

      I wiped my mouth. “It’s…Collier and I have a complicated history.  Those summers I spent with Collier were some of the best times of my life.  I, we did some things in the past, that…”

      “I understand.”  That must be how I looked when she said she had been married and had a baby.

      “That’s why I was regretting having gone to Palm Springs, but I was so glad to see you.  The minute we pulled out the driveway, I thought it was a bad idea.  He was a gentleman, but I kept thinking it was a bad idea.”

      “So you weren’t upset with me?”

      “No.  I was relieved.   We were inseparable as teenagers.  Collier is the reason my Dad put my money in trust.  Not because he thought Collier wanted it, but because he knew I’d do something foolish like run off and get married.  Which I ended up doing later as an adult.  But when Collier kissed me, everything synced up.  I immediately understood every mistake I made in every relationship was because I was searching for him.  I think I’m falling in love with him.”

      “I understand.”

      “What do I do?”

      “Have you prayed about it?”

      “Yes, but…I overheard him talking to Parker.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “He was putting Parker down for his nap and I peeked into the nursery to make sure everything was fine.  I heard him telling Parker he never got married because he’s been waiting on God to send me back to him.”

      “This is bad.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Girlfriend, just pack your bags and see if you can get a townhouse in our neighborhood.”

      “Why?”  I knew she was telling the truth. Collier was the one, and no matter how many times I tried to tell myself I needed to take it slow, it was too late.

      “Because, as much as you may not want to admit it, he’s in love with you and you’re not falling in love, you’re in love.”

      “Alex, my divorce is barely a year old.  And that thing with Marcelo…”

      “You and I both know the only good thing to come out of your marriage was Parker.  And Marcelo was a nice distraction.  I think you’re right not to go to New York right now.  You and Collier are very excited and if left alone, you’ll probably end up doing something irrational, like get married.”

      “You got married on an impulse.”

      “Not really. It just seemed like that because no one knew we were dating.  We’d been together six months and then he left.  It took me ten months to get my act together.  If I hadn’t been so stubborn, we would have been married a lot sooner.”

      “But our history is a little different.”

      “If that’s the case, then tell him you’re in love with him and see what happens.  He’s already moving heaven and earth to be with you.  Instead of being at home, he stayed here, and the last New York man I know that did that got married.”

      “Oh, my God.”

      “Kind of stings when reality bites you in the butt.”

      “My entire world is changing.”

      “I would say so.  Finish your burger.”

      “Alex, you don’t understand.  We agreed to take it slow and see where it leads.”

      “I completely understand what you’re saying.  But when destiny arrives, you sort of have no other choice, but to follow it.”

      “Destiny, huh…”

      “Destiny.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Moses

      

      I WASN’T EXPECTING MY INTERVIEWS to run this late.  Based on the last couple of interviews, I wasn’t going to make my dinner with Alex.  I hated cancelling on her, especially because we both promised to schedule our time better.

      I looked at my watch.  “Hey, Quentin.”

      “What’s up?”

      “Can you have this delivered for me?”  I handed him the small white envelope.  “She’s waiting for it.”

      He looked at the address on the envelope.  “I’ll send the intern with it now.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Do you need a break?”

      “I’ll let you know.”

      “Okay.  I’ll send the next one in.”

      “Thanks.”

      He went out to the hall and returned with the next reporter.  “Darryl, this is Peter from…”

      After six hours of answering questions, it was a little difficult to keep up the energy.  I was answering questions, but my mind was with Alex.

      “I’m sorry for going over,” Peter said, as he shook my hand.

      “No problem.”

      “I’ll get with Quentin about the shoot.”

      I felt my phone buzz.  “Okay.  Thanks.”

      “Thanks.”

      He walked out and I reached inside my pocket and pulled out my phone.  I looked the screen and  read the text.

      Alex: Call me when you get a break.

      I scrolled the contacts and pressed her number and it went straight to voice mail.  “Call me.”

      I followed up my phone message with a text.

      Moses: Sorry for cancelling.  Hope you enjoy your third favorite chocolate treat.  Wanna go out tomorrow with your favorite chocolate treat?

      My phone beeped with a message.

      Alex: Sorry I couldn’t take your call.  Of course, I accept your invitation, but only if I can have hot chocolate for dessert?

      I immediately responded.

      Moses: It’s a date.  You know there’s nothing like having hot chocolate in a hot bath.

      Alex: Uhm…I prefer my hot chocolate outside under the stars.

      The coded message was so hot I almost dropped my phone. I looked at my watch.  I had a few minutes before my next interview.  I started to call her, when her next text came in.

      Alex: When steaming hot chocolate is served the right way, it really doesn’t matter where you have it.  Just as long as it tastes better than the last time you had it.

      I immediately called her.  “Hey baby,” she hummed. I checked the number to make sure I dialed the right number.  It was my wife.  The sultry voice sent a surge straight to my core.

      “Hey, yourself.  What’s going on with you?”

      “Nothing.”

      “I got your message.”

      “Thank you for the brownies.”

      “You’re welcome.”  Every word she said reminded me of the photo I had of her wrapped in a sheet.  Or the one of her naked lying on her back and her legs crossed above her head wearing only a pair of shiny black patent leather pumps.  My collar and pants felt tight.  I looked at my watch and I was several hours away from being where that sheet was.  I cleared my throat and began stuttering.  “Uhm, uhm…that-that-that last me-me-message you sent…”

      “Uh huh.”  The soft way the words rolled off her lips, lit a fire only she could put out.  I wanted to run over to her office and…

      “Are you still at the store?”

      “Yes.”  Short, soft, hot answers.  I imagined her licking her full wet lips after each statement.

      “I take it you’re alone.”

      “Yes,” she purred.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Eating brownies and thinking about you.”  That tone said it all.  If we were at home, we’d be half way to the Promised Land by now. “How much longer will you be?”

      I let out a deep sigh.  “Awhile.”  I looked at my watch.  Four o’clock. I still had a couple hours of interviews to go and a wife on fire, and nothing I could do about it.  Why did I send those brownies?  I forgot brownies were an aphrodisiac for Alex.  I was hoping for forgiveness for breaking our date by sending her one of her favorite desserts.  Instead, I just lit a fire I couldn’t put out.

      She let out a soft hum. “Call me when you’re finished.”

      “I will.”

      “I love you.”

      “I love you, too.”
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      It was almost nine when the car dropped me home.  I walked inside and the house was completely dark.  I figured Alex was out.  My body was racing with energy, and the only outlet I wanted didn’t appear to be home.  A cold shower wasn’t going to fix this.  I could feel the blood racing through my body.  My only other option was to change and hit the gym.

      Alex fought me on turning half of the patio into a gym, but the nearest good gym was too far from the house.  Besides, when I hit a writing slump, a little lifting helps clear my mind and opens the door for new thoughts and ideas.

      I walked upstairs to our bedroom and the door was closed.  I turned the knob, pushed the door open, and my eyes quickly adjusted to the candlelight and the glow of the fireplace.  I looked around and when my eyes came back to the center of the room, they were focused on the bed.

      Sitting in the center of the bed, against that sea of pillows she insisted we have on the bed, looking like royalty, was my wife…my favorite piece of chocolate.

      “Hey, baby.”  The sound of her voice matched the sensual vibe bouncing off the walls of our bedroom.  My mood instantly perked up and my body came to attention.  Alex was propped up on our bed, wearing only a shiny red smile and the pink sapphire and diamond pendant I gave her for Christmas.  I couldn’t move.  Every inch of my body was surging and throbbing.

      “Hey.”  I couldn’t take my eyes off of her.  She was glistening from head to toe.  My mind quickly filled with an array of things I wanted us to do.  I was speechless.  Since our honeymoon, my wife has learned to embrace her sensual side. She has amazed me with some of the things she has come up with.  Tonight is right up there with me finding her naked on the sofa with a bowl of popcorn designating it sexy movie night.  Or, the time I found her naked on the patio, saying it was a nice night for star gazing.  Stargazing was her way of saying, she wanted to make love outside, under the stars.  So far, I think my favorite was a toss up between this night and that time she surprised me in my office with a happy ending lap dance.  God, I love my wife.

      She tilted her head, looked up at me with those dangerous dark brown eyes, bit her lip, shifted a little on the bed and asked, “So, how much longer are you going to stand there staring at me?”

      If I could get my legs to move, my mouth would have been tasting every inch of her.  I didn’t want to blink, but I forced myself to.  When I opened my eyes, she was still posed on the bed.

      “Uhm…”  I loosened my tie, unbuttoned the top button of my shirt, and the blood started to flow to my legs.  I started walking towards the bed.  “The house was dark and…,”  I continued inching my way to the bed.  “I thought I had missed my chance at…uhm…”

      “A little hot chocolate…” she completed my statement as she stretched her hands above her head.   It was like she was presenting herself to me.  I was salivating and my pants were tight.  I needed out of my clothes, and my tongue needed to be licking those supple breasts.

      I tossed my jacket and tie across the room and they landed on the chaise in the corner.  I stepped closer to the bed and finished undressing.  I was as naked as Adam and sure my excitement level was equal to what he experienced the first time he saw Eve.

      My eyes dropped to her breasts and their beauty overshadowed the magnificent pendant nestled between the two beautiful mounds of luscious mocha flesh I couldn’t wait to taste.  When I saw the stone, this is how I pictured it…nestled between those two perfect breasts.  My mouth was wet with desire.

      She beckoned for me like a little puppy.  I followed her command to join her.  However, I didn’t climb the mountain immediately.  I took the scenic route, enjoying the sweet and spicy taste of her skin.  My mouth and tongue savored every inch of her hot skin.  The swift intake of her breath as my mouth connected with the inside of her hot thigh, was the perfect aphrodisiac.

      My eyes met hers as my hand brushed across her black curls.  I couldn’t take my eyes off of her.  I kissed my way up her stomach as she let out a deep moan.  I raised up above her, lowered my mouth right above hers and kissed her neck.  My not kissing her lips, aroused her even more.

      “Baby…”

      She went to wrap her hands around me, and I grabbed them and pinned them down.  She looked at me, smiling.  “I want to savor every bite of chocolate.”

      I dragged my tongue around her breast and she arched up into my mouth.  My body was reacting, but I wasn’t ready.  I licked her other breast and she repeated the move.  She tasted sweet and spicy, like chocolate.  I took turns teasing and tasting her breasts and her cries grew louder.

      “Baby…please…I need…”

      I knew my wife’s body, how it reacts and responds.  A slow drag of my tongue along her breasts and she arched into my mouth.  A gentle tug on her nipple between my teeth and she cried out. I knew she was on the verge of exploding.

      I brushed my tongue across her hard nipple and she cried out again.  I cupped her other swollen breast and took my time as I brought her to the edge.  She grabbed the sheets and arched up against my chest.  She began to shake and I knew she was almost there.  I gently grabbed her nipple between my teeth and she cried out again.  Then I grabbed it’s twin between my fingers and was treated to another cry of approval.  Her excitement continued to grow.  “Not yet.”

      She bit her lip and cried out, “More…” She pressed on my hand, directing me.  I did as she requested and made love to her hot swollen breast with my tongue.  Not to neglect its twin, but when the roof of my mouth connected with her nipple, she crashed.  She looked beautiful lying there in a sea of pleasure, shaking and trembling.

      I eased up to her ear.  “Would you like some more?”

      She nodded and softly uttered, “Yes, please.”

      She was breathing hard, with her eyes closed.  I parted her legs and eased my hand along the inside of her hot, wet thigh.  Her skin was so hot, the heat scorched my fingers.  I slowly eased my fingers inside that space that belonged to me and she surrounded me with her warmth.

      I journeyed deeper following her lead.  The steady rhythm stirred up her arousal.  Her breathing turned into a series of deep sexy moans.  I felt her tighten around my finger and she pressed down on my hand.  I knew she was on the verge of an orgasm.  I kissed her as my finger danced back and forth until she crashed.  The sound of her giving in to her orgasm filled the room as she continued to spasm.

      Her eyes were half open as I slowly removed my hand.  I looked at my beautiful wife, and the glow on her face surpassed that of the pendant and the candlelight.

      I eased up to her ear and asked, “May I have a taste?”

      “Yes.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty

          

        

      

    

    
      Alex

      

      I REALLY SHOULD HAVE STAYED home.  I tried to stand up, but my legs were so sore…not to mention a few other places on my body.  The lace of my bra felt like a razor, making small cuts on my nipples.

      My phone rang with a familiar ring tone.  I looked at the screen and my mind went back to last night and this morning, and I pressed the Answer Call button.

      “Hey, baby.”  I was hot all over.

      “Hey, Beautiful.”

      “Why did you let me leave the house?”

      “Me?  I tried to keep you in bed and from the sound of it, I was doing a very good job, until the phone rang.”

      “Yes you were.”

      I felt his remarks in the lower part of my body.  I closed my eyes and tossed my head back, replaying this morning’s lovemaking session. Lovemaking isn’t even an accurate description.  It was hot, morning sex.

      When the phone rang this morning, I was just about to get my second helping of hot chocolate for breakfast.  Forget about milk doing a body good.  It was all about the spicy, hot chocolate loving that does a body good.

      “And that you were.”  I was picturing his hot mouth doing things to me that… “So, I was thinking, how about I come home as soon as this interview is over and we pick up where we left off?”

      “What time should I pick you up?”

      I looked at my watch.  “Noon.”  He started laughing.  “What’s so funny?”

      “I’m picking you up so we can have a nooner?”

      I laughed.  “I guess you are.”

      “See you at noon, Beautiful, bye.”

      “Bye.”

      I started to cancel this interview, but it wouldn’t be very professional to cancel on short notice, especially since this was an article on “Successful Business Women in Los Angeles”.  I didn’t see where I was that interesting, but if it would get publicity for the store, why not?

      I looked at my watch, nine-thirty.  This shouldn’t take more than an hour.  Then I’d give Bas some notes, and it would be off to my play date with my husband.

      I leaned back in my chair with my eyes closed, thinking about Moses.  Knock…knock…knock.  “Come in.”

      The door opened and I got up and walked around the front of my desk.

      “Alex, this is Tobias Watkins.”

      Kim escorted him over and he looked familiar, but I couldn’t quite place his face.

      “Good morning.”  We shook hands.

      “Good morning, Miss Miller.”

      “I’ll hold your calls Alex,” Kim said.

      “Thank you.”  I directed my attention to Tobias.  “Have a seat.  Interesting name.”

      “It’s a family name.”

      “Nice…very prestigious.”

      “Thank you.”  I watched him fumble in his bag.  “I apologize.  This is my first interview.”

      “I understand.  Would you like something to drink?”

      “I’m fine, thank you.”

      “While you get prepared, I’m going to grab a cup of coffee.”  I needed more than coffee to keep my attention focused. My mind was on Moses and the shower we had this morning.  I returned to my chair with my cup, sat down and crossed my legs.  I took a couple of sips and placed the cup on the table.  “Ready?”

      “Yes.  Miss Miller, what did you study in college?”

      “I majored in English.”

      “Please forgive me for saying this, but you’re very beautiful.”

      “Thank you.”

      “How did you end up in retail?”

      “I have always loved fashion.  After college I thought about working at a fashion magazine, but I liked working with women, helping them discover their style.”  I sipped some coffee.

      “Do you regret not working for a magazine?”

      “No.  I think if I had worked at a magazine, my life would have been a lot more structured, and less creative.”

      “Why a boutique, and not become a designer?”

      “My heart isn’t in creating, but appreciating great craftsmanship and talent.”

      “So, you didn’t study business at all?”

      “No.”

      “What kind of research did you do for your business?”

      “None, really.  Like I said, I have always loved fashion.  Plus, I did an internship in Paris at Motif Magazine.”  I sipped more coffee.

      “Any plans for marriage?”

      “I’m a newlywed.”

      “So you have it all.”

      “I wouldn’t say that.”

      “It must be difficult juggling a growing empire with a personal life.”

      I laughed.  “I wouldn’t call this an empire.”

      “Not yet.”  He smiled.  “So, does your husband work with you?”

      “No.  He’s in the arts.”

      “Any plans for children?”

      “Some day.”

      “Is there anything in your life you would change?”

      “No.”

      “That was a quick answer.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Most people have at least one thing or event, if given the opportunity, they’d change.  And you don’t have one?”

      “No.”

      “Interesting.”

      “Let me ask you.  Is there a thing or event you’d like to change?”

      “My birthday.”

      “What a strange answer.  Why?”

      “Because it would allow me to see my mother.”

      “I’m sorry.  Did she die giving birth?”

      “No.  She put me up for adoption.  At least, that’s what my case worker said.”

      “You don’t think that’s the truth?”

      “No.  I recently found out she and the family that was to adopt me, were told I died.”

      “How sad.  There are companies that specialize in helping children find their birth parents.”

      “I’ve contacted one.”

      “All the best to you.”  I looked at my watch.  “I have another…”

      “Miss Miller…”

      “Yes?”

      “I think you’re my mother.”

      “What!”  I jumped up.

      “I think you’re my mother.”  He repeated the words. and I still didn’t know how to respond.

      “You need to leave.  I don’t know what kind of game you’re playing--” He jumped up and grabbed my forearm.

      “Please…hear me out.  I was born at Cedars on July twenty-eight, twenty-one years ago.”

      “Young man, I’m sorry, but it’s not possible for me to be your mother.”

      “I checked with the hospital and there were only two black baby boys born that day, and the staff got a little confused.  Your son was mixed up with another baby.  The baby you thought was yours later died, but your son, me, was put up for adoption, so everyone thought.”

      “I’m sorry, but I’m not your mother, and if you don’t leave immediately, I’m going to call the police.  I don’t know who put you up to this, but it’s not funny.”  I broke his grasp, walked over to my desk and sent Bas a code pink text.  Code Pink, means I’m in trouble.  This was Moses’ idea after the crap with my ex-husband and his family.  Bas knows to drop everything and come to my office asap with Travis, my head of security.

      “Please, Ms. Miller, hear me out, I wouldn’t have come here if I didn’t believe you were my mother.”  My heart was racing, and I felt like I was going to faint.  Could it be possible?  Could my son be alive?  Am I talking to Terrence?  As I was about to give in to the thoughts, Bas walked in with Travis.

      “What’s going on?” Bas asked.

      “Bas, I need you and Travis to take this young man’s picture and post it throughout all the stores with instructions to have him arrested for trespassing, stalking, fraud, and whatever else you can come up with if he sets foot in any of the stores.”

      “Consider it done.”  He took his picture with his phone.  “Travis, take his picture, and do as Alex said before escorting him out.”

      “I’m on it.”  Travis grabbed Tobias by the arm.  “Let’s go.”

      “Please, Ms. Miller--” He begged as Travis escorted him out.  “Please…”

      Bas closed the door and walked towards my desk.  “Are you alright?”

      “I need you to take me home, now.”  I started gathering my things.

      “I thought Moses was picking you up?”

      “Are you going to take me home, or do I need to call a car?”

      “Calm down.  Tell me what happened?”

      I couldn’t speak and my hands were shaking.  “That boy says I’m his mother.”

      “What!”

      “He said I’m his mother.”  I felt myself breaking down.

      “Calm down.”  He wrapped his arms around me, and the tears came like a floodgate.

      “Why would someone do this?“  The tears were racing with the air in my lungs to see which was going to choke me first.

      “Calm down.  Look at me.”  I took a deep breath.  “I’ll call Moses and tell him I’m bringing you home, okay?”  I nodded.  “Get your things and I’ll be right back.  I’ll get one of the guys to sit outside.”

      I nodded.
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      Moses

      

      I PACED BACK AND FORTH.  Bas said Alex was physically fine, but I should have gone to get her myself.  I didn’t like being in a state of limbo.  I looked at my watch.  Screw it.

      I picked up my keys and headed towards the front door.  I grabbed the knob, opened the front door and standing there was the voice of reason…the glue to our little family, Mom Connie. I tried to keep it together, but looking at her was like looking at an older version of Alex. I fell into her arms. “Hey, Mom.”

      The anxiousness of not knowing what was going on with Alex, came rushing to the front and I was crying like a baby.

      “Hey Son, calm down.” I didn’t want to let her go.   “Son…son…”

      I let go of my grip on her and quickly turned my head so she couldn’t see the distraught look on my face.  I wiped my face and walked into the kitchen.   I heard the door close, and Mom Connie’s footsteps following behind me.

      “What did Bas say?”

      I inhaled.  “He uhm…he, said there was an emergency, and he was bringing her home.”  I paced back and forth.  “I should have gone and…”

      She grabbed my hand.  “Stop it..”  She guided me to the stool and I sat down.  “Listen, I know you’re concerned, but Bas did the right thing.  Look at you.  You’re in no shape to drive and you don’t have any details.”

      She kissed me on the forehead.  I knew she was right.  “But…”

      “I need you to get it together.”

      I nodded.  “I know, but I would have felt better had he given us more information.”

      “We know she’s not hurt. Otherwise, he would have told us to meet him at the hospital.”

      I let out a deep sigh.  “You’re right.”

      She placed a cup of coffee in front of me.  I looked at my watch and then took a sip from the white cup.  I dropped my head in my hands and prayed softly for my wife.

      Suddenly the phone rang and I jumped up.

      “I got it.”  Mom Connie picked up the phone.  “Hi Malcolm…okay…thank you.”  She hung up the receiver.  “He said Alex and Bas are on their way.”

      I hurried to the front door and stood watching for the black Porsche.  When the car turned the corner, I ran over and stood next to the driveway.  Bas pulled into the driveway and as soon as he turned the car off, I opened the passenger door.   Alex jumped out of the car into my arms, sobbing.

      She was trying to speak but the tears and her gasping for air made it difficult.  “Calm down.  I can’t understand you.”  She put her head on my chest and continued crying.  “Come on, let’s go inside.”

      I walked her upstairs and held her until she calmed down and fell asleep.  Then I went back downstairs.

      “How is she?” Mom Connie asked.

      “She’s asleep.”  I looked at Bas.  “What happened?”

      “She was doing an interview and…”

      “She mentioned that this morning.”

      “From what I managed to get out of her, the reporter doing the interview said she’s his mother?”

      “What!” Mom Connie shouted.

      “Shhh, Mom.  What!”

      “She said it started out like any other interview and then he started asking personal questions, and finally he said he had proof she’s his mother.  She freaked out and told me to bring her home or she was calling a car.”

      “This doesn’t make any sense.”  The words were too shocking to process.  “Mom, is this even possible?”

      “No.  I was there...I watched my grandson take his last breath.  There’s no way this is possible.”

      “Did you see the reporter?” I asked Bas.

      “Yeah.  She had me and Travis take his picture and send it to all the employees and post it in all the stores.  Everyone has been told to call the police if he shows up.  I also left copies at the guard shack with the same instructions.”

      “Where’s the picture?”  He handed it to Mom Connie.

      “Oh, my God, it’s Alex,” Mom Connie gasped.

      “Let me see.”  She handed me the picture. “What did he say?”

      “She said he told her he was born the same day as Terrence at Cedars and there was a mix up, and the babies were switched.”  He looked at Mom.“Is it possible he could be telling the truth?”

      “If I hadn’t seen this picture, I’d say no way.  But after seeing this I’d have to say maybe.” Mom Connie stood shaking her head.

      “What do we do?”  I asked.  “My wife is up there hurting, and all we have is a maybe.”  I took a deep breath.  “Here’s what we’re going to do.  Mom, call Uncle Wallis and have him and Ed check out this kid’s story.  I don’t care how much it costs.  I need you and Bas to handle everything at the stores.  I’m taking her away.  I don’t want this guy trying to contact her.”

      “Do you really think he’ll try to contact her again?” Bas asked.

      “If he thinks Alex is his mother, yes.  Call Quentin, get everything he has on him and send it over to Uncle Wallis, and copy me as well.”

      “We’ll get on it now,” Mom said.  “I’ll handle her girlfriends.”

      “Thanks.  Bas, I want you to step up security.  I’ll pay for it.  We’ll touch base in the morning.”

      “You got it.”  Bas gathered his things.  “Miss Connie, do you want me to take you home?”

      “No, I’m gonna stay here tonight.”

      “Mom, we’ll be okay.  You go home.  Besides, you need to call Uncle Wallis, and I don’t want to upset Alex anymore than she is.”

      “Okay, but first I’m going up to check on her.”  I waited for her to go upstairs before saying anything to Bas.

      “Do you think Thomas Pierce could be behind this?” Bas asked.

      “I know he wasn’t too happy with the way things were settled with the company.  But this…this kind of vindictiveness is the work of a sick mind.”   I heard Mom walking down the stairs.

      “She’s sleeping.  Bas, let’s go.”  She kissed me on the cheek and left.  “I’ll talk to you later, son.”

      “Bye Mom.  Thanks, Bas.”  I showed them out and went into my office.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I sat quietly waiting on direction from God.  I didn’t know how to approach my wife.  My first response was to run upstairs, wrap her in my arms and tell her it was a bad dream.  After thirty minutes of thinking and praying, I went upstairs.  I took a deep breath and slowly opened the door.  I walked inside, climbed into bed and stroked her hair.  I pulled the throw up on her and she woke up.

      “Hey Beautiful.”  I kissed her forehead.

      “Hey.”

      “How was your nap?”  She shrugged her shoulders. “Hungry?”

      “Not really.”

      I stroked her cheek.  “Put your pajamas on and I’ll fix us something to eat.”  I helped her out of bed and met her downstairs in the kitchen.  “What do you have a taste for?”

      “I don’t care.”

      “You name it.  We have sandwich fixings, omelets, left over pasta, steak, fish, you name it.”

      “Grilled cheese.”

      “If that’s what my baby wants, that’s what she’ll get.”  I opened the refrigerator and got the cheese and butter and walked into the pantry and got the bread.  “Sweetheart, you cut the tomatoes and I’ll make the sandwiches.”

      We sat at the counter eating.

      “This is good.  Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.”  I wiped my mouth and sipped my wine.  “Do you want to tell me what happened?”

      She wiped her mouth and took a deep breath.  “He said the babies were switched.”  She rubbed her forehead.  “Did you see him?”

      “Bas showed us a picture.”

      “What do you think?”

      I rubbed her back. “I think we should wait until Uncle Wallis has a chance to investigate.”  She bobbed her head.  “But I don’t want you to worry about this because…”

      “I’m not worried.  I just can’t help but think--”

      “Listen to me,” she turned to face me.  “I promise to check him out from top to bottom, and if he’s your son---”

      “What about his father?”

      “We’ll deal with him, if and when the time comes.”

      She gave me a half smile followed by a sweet and unbelievable, “Okay.”

      “I think we should go to the townhouse.”

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

      “I think it is and while we’re gone, Uncle Wallis can investigate this for us.”

      “I don’t know. What if he turns out to be Terrence, I…”

      “Come here.”  She got up and sat on my lap.  “We need to put a little distance between us and this situation right now.”  I brushed her hair behind her ear.  “What do you say?”

      She took a deep breath.  “Can we go to the cottage?”

      “We’ll leave as soon as I make the arrangements.”

      “Thank you.”
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      My phone rang and I tried to catch it before it rang again.  I looked at the caller ID and immediately recognized the number.  “Hi Uncle Wallis, what did you find out?”

      “I saw the boy.”

      “What do you think?”

      “Connie’s right, he looks like Alex.”

      More confirmation this could possibly be Alex’s son.  I’m trying to stay calm.  I can’t let my mind absorb the thought that I may have to share my wife with her ex-husband.  I can handle sharing her with her son, but…, “And his story?”

      “I put Ed on it.”

      “He’s your best?”  What am I saying?  Ed is a like truffle sniffing hog.  He can sniff out the name of Alex’s doctor’s nurse’s mother’s first grade teacher.  He’s the one that uncovered the truth about Royce Pierce’s will and Alex’s surprise inheritance.  “I’m sorry.  I know he is.”

      “Son, I understand.  He said he should have something for me in a couple of days.”

      “Give him whatever he needs.  I don’t…”

      “Son, calm down.  I need you to keep a clear head and look after my niece.  How’s she doing?”

      “She’s asleep.”

      “Give her my love, and I’ll call you in a couple of days. Bye.”

      “Bye.”

      Second to making the decision to take Allegra off of life support, this had been the hardest thing I’d had to do…waiting to find out if my wife’s son is alive.

      Every time my phone rang, my heart leapt into my throat.  It had been two days since I last spoke with Uncle Wallis.  This waiting was nerve wrecking.

      I walked out to the patio and my phone rang with a much too familiar ringtone.  I quickly picked up the phone and pressed the Answer Call button.  “Hey, Uncle Wallis.  Please tell me you have something definite today.  I don’t know if I can take another day of…”

      “There was a mix up.”

      My heart dropped to my toes.  “So, it’s him.”

      “I’m not sure.”

      “I thought you said there was a mix up?”

      “There was a lot of confusion that day at the hospital, but we’re not sure if Terrence was part of it.”

      “This sounds like more double-talk.”

      “I know, and I’m sorry.  Ed is busting his butt.  He said if Alex would agree to a DNA test, he could get me an answer within forty-eight hours, if not sooner.”

      “Fine, have Mom Connie go to the house and…”

      “Son…Son…,”

      “Here’s the problem.  Baby Terrence’s hospital file was misplaced.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “I know.  It sounds like one of your books.”

      “Uncle…what do you need?”

      “I can use some of Alex’s hair to compare with this boy.  But if it doesn’t match, that clears him.”

      “That’s a good thing.”

      “But knowing what we know about the mix up, what if…”

      “The baby she buried, isn’t…”

      “We need to make sure the baby she buried was Terrence.  So we might need to exhume the body to determine paternity of the body she buried.”

      “You know she won’t agree to that.”

      “I know, son.  But it’s the easiest way to resolve this.”

      I knew he was right.  “Alex would never consent, and I can’t.”

      “If it comes down to that.  It would mean calling in quite a few favors, or I could call one person.”

      “NO!”

      “I don’t want to call him either, but if it will help get…”

      “No.  If exhumation is the only recourse, I think Collier has a connection we could use.”  I sighed. “How did this kid find her?  I thought medical records were supposed to be sealed?”

      “That’s true.”

      “Then how did he find Alex?”

      “I’m still not quite sure.  Ed’s found a lot of pieces, but no glue.  The one thing we can confirm is this boy’s birth mother gave him up.  Beyond that, I don’t know what happened.”

      “I don’t believe this.”

      “I know.  It’s like we’re in a bad dream.”

      “Tell me about it.  Does he know about…,”  I couldn’t bring myself to say his name.  “Terrence?”

      “No.  I took care of that a long time ago.”

      “Good.”

      “Where’s my niece?”

      “Asleep.”

      “I’ll call you tomorrow.  Bye.”

      “Bye.”  I pressed the button and ended the call.
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      I was starting to cringe every time my phone rang with Uncle Wallis’ ringtone.  I picked up my phone, looked at the screen, took a deep breath and pressed the Answer Call button.

      “Hello, Uncle Wallis.”

      “How are you two doing?”

      “We’re hanging in there.”  I sighed.  “Do you have anything new for us?”

      “So far we haven’t been able to find Baby Terrence’s file.”

      “So we’re back to square one.”

      “I’m sorry.  I told Ed he’s got twenty four hours to find the file, and then we’ll  do the DNA test for this boy and hope for the best.  At least we can solve part of this puzzle.”

      “Have Mom Connie go to the house and…”

      “I thought about that.”

      “I sense a but.”

      “I would feel better if we had both parents.”

      I sighed.  “Do whatever you think is best.”

      “Including calling Terrence?”

      “If you have to, yes.”

      “Son, I hope you know what you’re saying.”

      “Not really, but I need to get my wife some peace.”

      “I understand.”

      I hung up, turned around and saw Alex standing behind me.  “Hey beautiful, how was your nap?”

      “Who was that?”

      “Uncle Wallis.”

      “And?”  I put my arms around her.

      “He said if they can’t find what they need in the next couple of days, they are going to do a DNA test on this kid.”

      “Okay, it’s the easiest way to get an answer.  Have mama go to the house and…”

      “She’s doing that as we speak.”  I kissed her forehead.  I hadn’t told her the details of the mix up.  “I need to talk to you about something.”  I pulled her closer.  “There was a mix up that day.”

      “I know.”

      “Uncle Wallis is concerned that the baby you buried…”

      “No!”  She started backing out of my hold.

      “Alex, calm down.”  She was breathing hard.  “There’s a chance he wasn’t your son.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “We may need to exhume the body to verify the baby you buried was your son.”

      “No. No. No!” She was getting hysterical. I pressed her against my chest.

      “Shhh…shhh…Calm down.”

      “I know those are just bones, and that Terrence isn’t in that grave, but I can’t go through that again.”

      Her tears soaked through my shirt.  “Look at me.   Uncle Wallis and Ed are going to get to the bottom of this.”  I kissed her on the forehead.

      “Baby, promise me you won’t let them dig him up.  Promise me.”

      “I promise.” That is a lie I will take to my grave.

      

      Bas

      

      WHEN I CAME TO WORK for Alex, it was understood I couldn’t date her girlfriends.  But I broke that rule and had my heart broken in the process.  But for some reason, Alex and her friends look at me like I’m the sixth girlfriend.  This comfortability has, me privy to way too much information about them, and the men in their lives.

      I’m a grown man with a list of ex-girlfriends twelve miles long. Yet the only women that have been constant in my life are my boss and her best friends.

      Chloe walked into the store twenty minutes ago and hasn’t stopped talking.  With Alex out of town, I’m her designated bestie.

      I was shuffling through the rack of clothes pre-selected for her.  “I see the stylist made some good choices for you.”  I turned around and she was naked from the waist up.  “WHAT THE CRAP!”

      “What?”

      “Why are you naked, and what’s that thing on the sofa?”

      She smiled.  “My breasts are killing me and I have to pump.”

      “And you’re going to do that now?”

      “Yes.  Do you have a problem with this?”  She continued hooking up her breast pump.

      “To be honest, yes I do.  Tell you what, I’ll come back when you’re finished.”

      “What is your problem?”

      “My problem is I’m still trying to get over the image of you giving birth.”

      “Fine, you big baby,” she smirked.  “I’ll cover up.  But I’m on a tight schedule, and I really need to get some clothes and can kill two birds with one stone…”

      “I’ll stay as long as you keep those things covered up.”

      “You know someday when your wife---”

      I held up my hand.  “I don’t even want to think about that right now.”

      “Have it your way.  When is Alex getting back?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      “Where did they go?”

      “Moses didn’t say.”  I took a deep breath and tried not to look at her.  “So what are we doing?”  I sorted through the rack.

      “I want to try on the two Oscars, the Zac, the Cavalli, the vintage Valentino, the vintage Chanel, the Michael Kors red shift, and that white Alaia on the mannequin downstairs.  Oh, you know what, do you have that Carolina in the window in my size?”

      “Let me call downstairs.”  I called the stylist’s desk. “I need the Carolina in the window in a size ten.  And bring up the cream Lanvin, size eight.  Thank you.  Okay what else?”

      “I like the black Dior pumps, the grey Mui Mui ballet flats are a must.  I want the brown Manolo booties, the green Alaia booties, the red Vivier flats, and the brown Weitzman sandals.”

      “Is that it?”

      “Oh, I need a great bag that can double as a diaper bag.”

      “I thought you had a Birkin in every color?”

      “I do, but I’m not putting milk bottles in my Birkins.  So find me something nice and chic, please.   And I need a couple of sweaters.”

      “Okay, what’s going on?”  I sat down.  This is a major shopping spree even for Chloe.

      “Nothing.”

      “I may not be Alex, but I know something’s going on.”  She sat down, unhooked her breast pump and covered up.

      “Collier’s coming next week for an extended visit.”

      “So.”

      “We’ve sort of been seeing each other.”

      “Really?  You and Collier?”  It took me a moment and then it hit me.  “Are you CJ?”

      “Why, what did he say?”

      “Oh snap, you’re CJ.”  She took the two Oscars and went behind the screen.

      “Yes, I’m CJ.  He’s coming to town next week and he said we need to talk.”

      “About?”

      “Us, Parker, where we’re going.”

      “And where would that be?”  She was finally saying something I wanted to hear, and not that rambling she was doing when she walked in earlier.

      “I can’t believe Alex and Moses didn’t tell you about us?”

      “No.”

      She walked out from behind the screen. “Here, zip me up.”

      I zipped up the dress and she primped in front of the mirror.  “And where do you want to wear this?”

      “Church and brunch.  What do you think?”

      I walked around and examined her from head to toe.  “I think you look beautiful.”

      “I don’t look fat?”

      “No.  You look beautiful.”

      “Thanks.  I really needed to hear that.”

      “I know the most confident, sexiest woman I know can’t be nervous?”

      “Thank you for the compliment, but I’m a nervous wreck.”

      “Come here, sit down.”  We sat on the sofa and I channeled Alex.  “Why are you nervous?”

      “Alex, Moses, Taylor, and now you, are the only ones that really know what’s going on.  Collier and I  dated briefly in college, and now I think I messed up and fell in love.”

      “How is that bad?”  She shrugged her shoulders.  “Did you tell him?”

      “No, I’m too scared, and I think it’s too soon.”

      “What did Alex say?”

      “She says it sounds like I’m in trouble.”

      “She would know.”

      “What?”

      “I had a similar conversation with her.  There’s nothing to be scared about.  I understand your not wanting to be the first one to say it.  But as a man, we like to hear it.  And in your case, I think it’s best you let him know, so you don’t waste your time or his.”

      “That’s what she said.”  After fourteen years I’m starting to sound like Alex.  How scary is that.

      “I gotta tell you, if he’s been coming out here to visit—”

      “And he invited me, Parker and the nanny to New York, but after I talked with Alex, I realized it was too soon.”

      “She’s right.  It’s too soon for you to go for a visit.  And it’s safe to say I think he feels the same way you do.”

      “So, what am I going to do?”

      “If I know Alex she told you to pray about it.”

      “She did and I did.”

      “So you’re just waiting on an answer from God.”  She nodded.  “Sometimes when we think God hasn’t answered our prayer He has.  Just because we don’t get the answer we want doesn’t mean He didn’t answer.  He answered with the right answer.  We just have to be willing to accept it.”

      “I never thought of it that way.  But you’re right.”  She stood up.  “Okay, so what do we think about this one?”

      “We think its good, but we can do better.”

      “Then hook me up.”  She took a deep breath.  “I need a dress to wear when I tell Collier I love him.”

      “You got it.”

      Now I understood why she and Alex were friends.  Alex sees what Chloe works hard to keep hidden, her vulnerability.

      

      Moses

      

      I HAD BEEN SITTING IN front of my computer for the past three hours, but my mind was as blank as the computer screen.  Alex had locked me out emotionally and physically.  No matter how hard I tried to get close, she refused to let me in.

      I grabbed my jacket and phone, quietly closed the door and started towards the lake.  I stopped at the edge of the lake and looked up at the sky.  God why is this happening?  Please show me how to help my wife.

      My phone rang with a ringtone from a number I needed to answer.  I took my phone out of my pocket and pressed the Answer Call button.

      “Hey, Dad.”  I wiped my cheek.

      “Hi Son, where are you?”

      “I’m at the lake.”

      “Where’s Alex?”

      “She’s at the house asleep.  Is everything okay?”

      “Everything is fine.  I wanted to talk to you.”

      “What’s on your mind?”

      “Turn around.”  I turned around and saw a tall figure walking towards me waving. I pressed the End Call button, placed my phone in my pocket, wiped my face and waited for my dad.

      “What’s going on? Is everything okay?”  He asked. He stopped and hugged me.  My Dad wasn’t one for public displays of affection, but he must have sensed I really needed that hug.

      I stepped back and sighed.  “Everything’s fine.”

      “How are you?”

      “I’m fine.” That really was a faith confession.

      “How’s my girl doing?”  We stood at the edge of the lake gazing out at the water. I wanted to break down, but I was trying to be strong in front of my dad.  I was so angry.  I really wanted to punch something.

      “She says she’s fine but, she won’t let me in.”  I didn’t want him to see the tears filling my eyes.

      “And how are you doing?”

      “This really threw me for a loop.  I mean, I think I could have dealt with it a lot better had...if I…”

      “Have you talked about how this might affect your lives?”

      “Not really.  She’s been sleeping a lot and not talking much.”

      “I see.”

      “I can only imagine how I’d react if a young woman showed up on my doorstep and said she was Allegra.”

      “Son, this is different.  Allegra wasn’t your child.”

      “True, but--”

      “No buts.  If Allegra were alive, she wouldn’t have come looking for you. She would have come looking for Natalie, not you.”

      “But I was Natalie’s husband.”

      “But not Allegra’s father.  Although you were willing to raise her.  I know you wouldn’t have denied her father his rights.  And you would have done everything you could for them to have a relationship.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “You would have insisted he be listed on the birth certificate.  So, if this had been Allegra, she would have done just like this boy.  She would have gone looking for her mother and her biological father.”  He picked up a rock and tossed it into the lake.  “What you have to understand is Alexandra isn’t shutting you out, she’s trying to protect you.”

      “Protect me?”

      “She’s not scared.  She’s just a little unsure of how you might feel about all of this.”

      “All the more reason we need to talk.  I know this isn’t her fault.”

      “She knows that, but it’s your feelings she’s scared about.”

      “My feelings?  I accept her son no matter what.”

      “That’s easy to say now, because you don’t have to make that choice.”

      “Dad, remember I went through something similar with Natalie.”

      “Son, this is different.  Think about it.  Not only would you be inviting her son into your lives, you’d be inviting his father as well.  Unlike Natalie’s situation, this man would want to be involved.  Are you ready for that?”

      “Yes.”

      “What about his father?”  He looked at me. “This is not the same thing.  You’re not talking about taking in your wife’s love child.  You’re talking about your wife’s son from her previous marriage.  If this is her son, which I don’t believe it is, he isn’t the result of unfaithfulness.  He’s the result of a loving relationship.”

      I hadn’t thought about it like that.  He was right.  That baby was the only thing that could have held that relationship together.  Now that there was a possibility he was alive, how was that going to effect that relationship now?  How was it going to effect our relationship?

      “I’m confident of Alex’s feelings for me.”

      “I have no doubt she loves you. That’s not the question.  What she’s struggling with are your feelings.  She’s wondering if you’ll be able to separate your dislike for his father from him.  Would you really be able to love him completely…like a father?”  He tossed another rock across the lake.  “When your mother slipped up--”

      “Excuse me?”  I sounded like Alex.

      “When your mother slipped up.  I was faced with these same questions.  How do I accept this child?  Do I invite the father in?  Like you, I was alone, yelling at God for help.”

      “Mother had an affair?”  I still couldn’t wrap my head around those words.

      “Yes.  And it’s something I’m not proud of.”

      My dad was a very reserved and proud man who put his family’s well-being ahead of his own. To find out my mother cheated on him was just unbelievable.

      “But you didn’t have the affair.”

      “No, but I was the reason for the affair.”

      “How?”

      “I wasn’t the best husband in the beginning, and she wasn’t the best wife.  I buried myself in my work, and she found solace in another man for two years.”

      “What are you saying?  I’m not your son?”

      “No, it’s not you.  Your mother and I had been engaged in a battle of bad behavior for years, and it climaxed with her affair.  She didn’t understand to get the life she wanted required a lot of long hours.  And I failed to understand she needed a lot more attention than I was able to give at the time.  She met someone that gave her what she thought she needed.”  I couldn’t look at my dad.  The thought of knowing my brother or my sister and I didn’t share matching DNA was a little daunting right now.  “So when she found out she was pregnant she decided not to tell him.  It was her decision and as a result, she became this bitter woman.”

      “Which makes Courtney--”

      “Which makes Courtney your half sister.”

      “Does she know?”  My world had completely turned upside down.  Not only was I faced with the possibility of being a stepfather, I discovered my mother had an affair for two years, and that my sister and I didn’t have the same father.

      “No.  I left that up to your mother.  I accepted my part in what happened and I was perfectly fine with raising Courtney, but as she’s gotten older, I don’t like the person she’s become.  I allowed your mother to get away with some things because I felt guilty.”

      “I had no idea.”

      “Just like you, I had to make a tough decision.  I love your mother but I had to forgive her and myself for what happened.”

      “I don’t feel guilty because there’s nothing I could have done to prevent this.”

      “Exactly.  None of this is your fault, nor is it Alexandra’s.   She needs to know that no matter what happens, you aren’t going anywhere and that you love her more today than you did the day you married her.  She knows God has this under control, but what she doesn’t know is how you really feel.”

      “I can’t tell her that.”

      “Yes, you can.”

      “What am I supposed to say?  Baby, I love you and I accept your son, but I don’t want his father in our lives?”

      “No.  You tell her you love her and you know none of this is her fault.  And no matter what happens, you welcome this boy into your lives, and you will help her explain everything to his father, and the three of you will sit down and figure out a way to be a part of his life.”

      “Dad, that’s asking a lot.”

      “With God’s help, you can do it.  Alexandra just needs to know that you will embrace this boy.  Once she knows that, she’ll let you in.  You cannot let this thing effect you like it did your mother and me.  It has taken me a long time to repair the damage our mistakes caused.”

      “Does Grams know?”

      “Yes.  And she was angry.  She chewed us both out.  And when your mother manipulated me into turning my back on you, she chewed me out some more.  I never told your mother.  Grams called me and really let me have it.  She asked me how could I raise another man’s child while mine didn’t have a place to live.  And she was right.  I allowed an outsider to tell me how to run my family.  Once I came to myself, I asked her to let you live with her.”

      “I didn’t…”  I covered my mouth with my hands.

      “Every month I’d give her a check and every month she’d send it back.  Finally, I just stopped sending the money to her and sent it to Mrs. Joseph.  Grams said she didn’t need to be paid to take care of her grandson.  That’s why she loves you so much.  It’s like you’re her child.”

      “I didn’t…”

      “So what are you going to do?”

      My phone started ringing with Alex’s ringtone. “Hey beautiful…I’m at the lake with Dad…he came to see you…uh-huh…why don’t you get dressed and come down here…no, I understand…okay, we’re on our way back…we’ll see you in a few minutes…bye.”  I pushed the End Call button.

      “Are you ready?”

      “No.  But I’m gonna do whatever I have to in order to get my wife back.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Taylor

      

      I REACHED OVER AND GRABBED the phone before it could ring again.  I looked at the screen and pressed the Answer Call button.

      “Alex?”

      “Yes.”

      She didn’t sound like her normal upbeat self.  I couldn’t quite put my finger on it.

      The last time I heard her sound this low, she was calling to tell me that lowlife ass Jonathan was dead.  I know it’s not respectable to talk ill of the dead.  In my defense, I talked ill about him when he was alive.

      I sat up and pulled the sheet around my waist and gently stroked the side of Jason’s face.  Thank God the phone didn’t wake him.

      “What’s going on?”

      “I didn’t mean to wake you.  I can call back.”

      “No.  Are you alright?  Why haven’t you returned any of my calls.”  I heard her sniffle.  “Alex, what’s wrong?”

      “I didn’t know who else to call.”

      “You’re scaring me.  What’s wrong?  Are you okay?”  My heart started racing.  “Where’s Moses?”

      “He’s asleep.”  I calmed down a little.

      “Where are you?  I can be there in a matter of hours.”  She was silent.  “Alex, if you don’t tell me what’s going on I’m…”

      “It’s Terrence.”

      Not a name or subject I was expecting to hear.  “What about him?  Did he do something to you?”

      “Not him.  My son.”

      “Alex, honey, please tell me what’s going on.”

      “A boy came to the store and said he was my son.”

      “Oh my God!”

      Jason jumped up.  “What?”

      I kissed him and gently eased his head back down.  “Hold on.”  I climbed out of bed, grabbed my robe and went downstairs to the kitchen.  “Tell me everything.”

      I stood still, absorbing every detail she shared.  When she finished I plopped down onto a stool.  I couldn’t believe what she was sharing.

      “Taylor…Taylor…please say something.”

      “Wow…uhm…how’s Moses handling all of this?”

      “He says he’s fine, but he looks more worried than I am.”

      “Have you really talked about this?”

      “No, I’ve been trying to avoid him.”

      “Don’t do that.”

      “Every time I look at him, it feels like I’ve betrayed him.”

      “But you didn’t.”

      “I told him about Terrence and my marriage, but to have it become something he has to deal with, I don’t know how…”

      “Alex, there’s one thing, no, two things I know for sure.  Moses loves you and would do anything to make you happy.”

      “I know.”

      “I also know he doesn’t blame you for any of this.”  I sighed.  “What did Uncle Wallis say?”

      “He said worse case scenario, they would exhume Terrence and get the answers that way.  But I don’t want that.”

      “Why not?”

      “You’ll think it’s silly.”

      “You don’t want to disturb him.”

      “Exactly.”  She sniffled.

      “Honey if it’s the only way to get the answers, you need to do it.”  I heard her crying.

      “I know.”

      “Do you want me to come see you?”

      “No.  Moses and I need to get through this alone.  Please don’t tell anyone else.”

      “I won’t.  If they exhume Terrence, Jason and I will go be with Aunt Connie and Uncle Wallis.”

      “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome, Sweetie.”

      “Taylor, please, don’t tell me how he looks.  I need to keep him in my mind the way he was.”

      “Just as he was.”

      “Thank you.  Love you.”

      “Love you.  Bye.”  Click.  I dropped my head and prayed.
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      “Hi, Aunt Connie.”

      “Taylor…how’s my favorite niece doing?”

      “Now Aunt Connie, I know you say the same thing to Kendell,” I teased.

      “But you know you’re my favorite.”

      “Yes, I do.”  We laughed.

      “How are my two favorite nephews doing?”

      “Very well.  Zach is almost as tall as Jason.”

      “And when are you going to make me a grand aunt again?”

      “Aunt Connie, I don’t know if that’s…”

      “Don’t say that, just let God do what He does.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”  She reminds me of my mother.  I don’t know how she lasted as long as she did with my uncle.  She and my mother married two brothers who didn’t realize what they had until it was too late.  “Aunt Connie, Alex called me this morning.”

      “She did.”

      I waited on her to expound but nothing.  “She asked me to come give you a hand.”

      “With what?”

      “Aunt Connie, you and I have always been open and honest with each other.”

      “Baby, thank you, but Wallis and I have everything under control.”

      “That’s not what Alex said.”

      “I love my daughter, but right now she’s not thinking straight.”

      “Aunt Connie, what did you do?”

      “The less you know the better.”

      “Please tell me you didn’t call Terrence.”

      “Aunt Connie, Alex will be furious with you if you went against her wishes and called him.”

      “I cannot bear to hear the pain she’s in.  So I did what needed to be done.”

      “Did you get an answer?”

      “I should have one later this afternoon.”

      

      Moses

      

      “HI, UNCLE WALLIS. PLEASE TELL me you have good news.”

      “We have confirmation of a mix up.”  My heart jumped into my throat.  “But it wasn’t with Terrence.”  I exhaled.  “There was another baby boy born that night and his paperwork was miss filed.  That’s who this boy is.”

      “Thank you God.”  I breathed a sigh of relief.  Now we can get back to our lives.  “Give my niece a big hug and a kiss for me, and I’ll see you both when you get home.”

      “Thank you.  Did you call Mom Connie?”

      “She’s my next call.”

      “Thank you.  Tell her we’ll call her later.”

      “Get some rest.”

      “Will do. Thank you. Good bye.”  Thank you God. I exhaled.

      “Who was that?”

      I turned around.  “I didn’t hear you, baby.”  I wrapped my arms around her and kissed her on the top of her head.

      “Who were you talking to?”

      “Uncle Wallis.”

      “What did he say?”

      I felt her body tense up.  “It’s not Terrence.  There was a mix up, but not with Terrence.”

      “Oh.”

      I expected a little more excitement.  “That’s a good thing.  Now we can get on with our lives.”

      “I guess.”  I kissed her, but she still remained emotionless.  “I’m glad that’s taken care of.”

      “Me too.”

      “I’m going to take a shower.”  She hugged me and walked down the hall to the bedroom.

      I went out to the patio to get some air and pray.  This entire thing had put a strain on our relationship.  We hadn’t been intimate physically or emotionally since the morning this thing interrupted our lives.  I missed my wife.

      I went back inside to the bedroom and noticed the shower was still running.  I immediately went into the bathroom, and saw Alex sitting on the floor of the shower in the corner.  She looked like a scared little girl, with her knees pulled up against her chest, and her hands covering her eyes, crying.

      “Baby…” I opened the door, turned the water off, got down next to her, and wrapped her in my arms.

      “It’s…it’s like…I lo…lo…los…lost him…all…all…all over.” Once she said those words, the tears seemed to come harder.  As a husband, I knew how to fix a lot of things, but this was new.  “Mo…Moses…it…it hurts…it hurts…it hurts…”

      She was breaking my heart.  I didn’t know what to do to stop her pain.  I wanted to ram my hand into the wall.  My wife, my lover, my best friend was in pain and I didn’t know what to do.  I was lost.

      I grabbed a towel, wrapped it around her, picked her up and carried her into the bedroom.  I placed her on the bed and continued to dry her off, but she kept crying.  “It hurts…it hurts…it hurts…”  The tears kept flowing.  I needed to get her warm.  I took off my clothes and wrapped her beautiful naked body in my arms and tried to share my body heat.  I pulled the comforter over us, gently stroking her hair, and rubbing her back, but nothing seemed to stop the tears.

      I foolishly underestimated the amount of pain this situation caused her.  I thought an answer in our favor would yield tears of joy and rejoicing, not more pain.  I pulled her closer, but she cried harder.  The sound of her crying was breaking my heart.  No matter how hard I tried to soothe her, it didn’t help.

      I laid her on her back, climbed out of bed and pulled the comforter back.  I walked to the bottom of the bed and started kissing her feet, one at a time.  I slowly moved my mouth along her legs kissing her damp skin as I parted her legs and kissed the inside of her thighs.  I heard a deep gasp, and the crying stopped.  I glided my hands further up her thighs, and I could feel her skin start to heat up.

      The tiny circles I drew on her thighs with the tip of my tongue caused her body to dance.  I dug my fingers deep into her upper thighs, and blew on the beautiful dark curls.  When my hot breath met her skin, she arched up and clutched the sheets.

      I looked up.  Her eyes were closed and she was breathing hard.  The swell of her breasts rising and falling, sent a jolt to my core, and my entire body got hard.  Even in her state of distress, she had the power to entice me.  I eased my hands up her ribcage, cupped her breasts, and she let out a deep moan.  Her moans of pleasure were music to my ears.  I brushed my thumb across her nipple and she let out another deep moan.

      I climbed on top of her and filled my mouth with one of her breasts.  Savoring the feel of her nipple as it grazed the roof of my mouth.  She arched against my mouth and I fought hard not to bury myself deep inside her.  I traced her neglected breast with the tip of my finger as my mouth made love to the other one.

      I pulled back and looked at her.  She was coming alive.  She slowly opened her eyes and grabbed the sides of my face.  “Please, make love to me.”

      I gently brushed the side of her face.  “You never have to beg.  It is my desire to make love to you whenever you want.”

      I crushed my mouth against hers and she became aggressive.  She pushed her tongue passed my lips and inside my mouth, kissing me hard.  Her need and demand were sexy.

      She glided her delicate hands down my back and it was like hot knives cutting my skin.  Each touch drew me further into her web of passion.   I was trying to hold on, but it was difficult.  I felt like an overly shaken champagne bottle about to explode.  I knew if she let me, I’d take everything she offered and leave her empty and unfulfilled and I couldn’t do that.  I needed to be patient.

      I felt her mouth, move across my cheek, down my neck and then a pinch on my ear.  Oh man.  She grabbed my behind and pulled me deeper into her space.

      I wanted to bury my throbbing body deep inside her until she lost her voice from screaming out in delight.

      “Baby please…”  she begged.

      I grabbed her hands, pulled back and stared at her.  She was breathing hard but her eyes told a different story.  The pain was still there.  She turned her face away from me.

      “Look at me.”  She ignored me.  I lowered my head and sighed.  “Baby, please…look at me.”

      She turned toward me and her face was wet.  “Beautiful…,” I sighed again.  “Please let me help you.”  In a matter of minutes, the roles had reversed.  Now I was begging her to let me make love to her.

      I kissed her wet right cheek, then the left and she seemed to cry harder.  I kissed her quivering mouth, ignoring the salty tears.  I knew the only way we were going to get through this was together.

      I kissed her again and she continued to cry.  I moved my mouth across her cheek, down her neck along her collar bone and she cried harder.  Then I moved my mouth to her cleavage.  My mouth was in a place it had longed to be for a couple of weeks, nestled between her silky smooth beautiful breasts.

      I blew on her nipple and she arched up and moaned.  I gently bit on her nipple and she let out a sexy whimper that aroused me even more.

      “Baby…more please,” she moaned.

      I did as she asked and dragged my tongue along her other nipple while my fingers gently teased the other one.  The crying had been replaced with sultry, sexy moans.

      I continued to make love to her breasts and she began to writhe and dance under me.  I slipped my hand down the inside of her thighs, teasing her black curls and she let out a deep moan I’d never heard before.

      She pressed my head down onto her breast demanding more attention.  I dragged my tongue along her breast and the salty taste of her skin connecting with my tongue was the perfect appetizer.  I inched my finger further connecting with her hard nub and she cried out followed by a wave of erotic spasms that looked like an impassioned dancer.

      She looked incredible writhing against the white sheets, with her beautiful, full breasts bouncing up and down against my chest as she gave into her pleasure.  I started to ease my fingers out and she covered my hand, shaking her head and breathing hard.

      I stayed still a few moments and then I stroked her nub again.  This time her orgasm hit quicker and harder.  I watched as she gave into the spasms and tremors, jealous I wasn’t inside her sharing the ride.

      I removed my fingers, parted her legs, nestled my hips in between her hot, thick thighs, wrapped her legs around my waist and slowly slid into her warmth.  God, she felt good wrapped around me.  I kept telling my body not to go too fast.  As excited as I was I knew there was a possibility I could hurt her if I didn’t control myself.

      She slid her delicate hands down my back and pulled me deeper inside her space.  I took one of her breasts in my mouth, sucking and enjoying the sound of her moans as I brought her closer to the edge again.  Our slow dance had turned into a frantic race.  Each move I made was more powerful than the last.

      “Baby, I…I can’t hold on much longer.  I need…”  I lifted her hips and dove deeper and harder.

      She pushed me deeper inside and I felt her thighs began to tremble against my legs as she tightened around me.

      I reached down, stroked her nub again and she became wild.  It was beautiful watching her body contort and thrash as she gave in to her climax.

      “Oh God…Oh God…Oh God…Moses, I…I…”

      My body was pulsing and I knew my orgasm was going to be powerful and possibly be too much for her to handle.  I’d held on as long as I could.  I braced the bed and pounded hard and fast into Alex.

      She tightened around me as the wave of climax consumed us.  Our bodies danced and writhed until we collapsed against the bed wrapped in each other’s arms.

      Breathing hard, I rolled onto my back and pulled Alex on top of me.  I cupped her face and kissed her swollen lips.

      “I love you,” she said in between deep breaths.

      I kissed her shoulder. “I love you too.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Chloe

      

      I HAD THE PERFECT DRESS courtesy of Bas’ help.  All I had to do was take Parker up to my parents.  Just as I was about to leave, Parker started to cry.  I checked his diaper and he was dry.  I picked him up and he went straight for my breast.

      “Are you still hungry?”

      He cried louder.

      “Okay, let mommy get situated here.”  I opened my shirt, unhooked the flap on my bra, hooked him up to the buffet, and he calmed down.  “Why are you so hungry?”

      The door bell rang and I got up and walked to the door.  I looked out the side window and opened the door.

      “Hi.”  What a way to greet my boyfriend. “I’m so sorry I’m not dressed.  I gave the nanny the night off.  I was about to take Parker up to my mom and dad’s when he decided he was still hungry, and the dress I picked out wasn’t designed for breast-feeding. I thought I’d have time to fill him up before you got here and that didn’t happen.  Let me finish, but we might be a little late.  I got everything on the list for lunch tomorrow.  Plus, I went a little crazy at Williams-Sonoma, because I didn’t really have kitchen stuff.  And I decided to stay here in the guesthouse until Parker turns two, so I can be close to my mom for advice, and I want my boyfriend to teach me how to cook.  But that would be hard to do without…”

      “Honey,” he grabbed my arm, “take a breath.”  I took a deep breath and sat down with Parker still attached to my breast.  I exhaled and Collier kissed me.  “I have been wanting to do that since you opened the door.  Now, what do you want for dinner?”

      “It won’t take me long.  Just call the restaurant and…”

      “Take care of my little friend,” he brushed the side of Parker’s head.  “And I’ll make us something to eat.”

      “But I bought a new dress and…Parker should be finished soon.  We can still…”  I hadn’t felt this out of control since the first night I was left alone with Parker.  I didn’t want Collier to think I couldn’t handle motherhood, my career, and dating.

      He kissed me again.  “And put on your dress.”

      “Okay.”  He kissed Parker on the forehead, took his jacket and tie off, rolled up his sleeves and winked at me.  He walked over to the fridge and began pulling out food.  “You look very comfortable in my kitchen.”

      He turned and smiled.  “You’ve changed a few things since my last visit.”

      “I did a little research and thought it would be nice to have a semi-gourmet kitchen.”

      “I like what you’ve done.”  His smile made it feel like a family moment. “I’ve missed you two.”

      “We missed you, too.  Thank you for the flowers.  You remembered I like yellow roses, and Parker says thank you for the stuffed giraffe.”

      “You’re welcome.  No matter how many times I see you two like that, it makes me sad he’s not mine.”

      “You can take him home if you want.  I’ll load you up with milk and diapers, and the two of you can have a guys night.”

      “I just may take you up on that.”

      I looked down and Parker was drooling, which meant he was full. I wiped his mouth and burped him.  I wiped his mouth again and rocked him until he fell asleep.  “Finally.  I’m going to put him down.”  I walked down the hall to the nursery, put Parker in his crib and joined Collier in the kitchen.  “Smells good.  What are we having?”

      He looked at me.  “I thought you were going to put on your dress?”

      “I’ll save it for another night.  What can I do?”

      “You sit down, I’ve got this.”

      “No, I want to help.”

      “Okay, you set the table and make the salad.”

      I opened the bag of mixed greens and poured the mixture into a bowl, drizzled a little dressing, and tossed.  I grabbed a couple of plates and silverware, glasses and napkins, and set the table. “Done.”

      “Come on, let’s sit down.  The salmon will be ready in a few minutes.”

      “Salmon?  My, my, my Mr. Benjamin, I’m impressed.  And what else are we having?”

      “Tonight, Ms. Jacobs, for your dining pleasure we’ll be having poached salmon with sautéed spinach and roasted new potatoes.  Follow me to the dining room where we’ll start with a bevy of European mixed greens with a lemon herb vinaigrette and grilled Parmesan toast.”  He escorted me to the table and we sat down and enjoyed the impromptu meal.

      “That was wonderful.  I’m stuffed.”  He stood up and started to clear the table.  “I can do that.”

      “You check on Parker and I’ll handle the dishes.”

      I went down the hall and when I returned Collier was washing the dishes.  I picked up a towel and helped dry.  Orlando never cooked for me, and I don’t think he knew how to wash a dish.  His expertise lay in the bedroom and once the magic wore off, so did his skills. “I’m sorry about tonight.”

      “I’m having a good time.”

      “Really?  I know we had other plans and…”

      “They changed.  That has a tendency to happen when you have a baby.”

      “I’m still getting used to Parker being in charge.”

      “You’re doing a good job.”

      “Thanks.  I needed to hear that.”  And on cue, my little man started crying.  “Oh God, he can’t be hungry again.  I’m sorry.”  I put the towel down and went to check on Parker.  I changed his diaper and as unbelievable as it seemed, he was hungry.  I hooked him up to the buffet, and walked back into the family room and sat on the sofa.  “I’m sorry.”  I looked at the kitchen, and Collier had finished cleaning up.  He walked over and sat down next to me on the sofa and put his arm around me.  “I don’t know what’s wrong.  It seems like he can’t get full.”

      “Hey, little man.”  He grabbed his foot and shook it and Parker’s eyes lit up.  “Chloe, he’s gotten so big since I last saw him.”

      “I know.  The doctor says he’s a little big for his age, but once he starts walking that’ll change.  But he eats faster than I can make it.”

      “You might need to go to formula.”

      “I don’t want to do that.  The doctor said I might need to go to solid food a little sooner than expected.  My mom told me to try giving him a little cereal in a bottle.”  I looked down at Parker and he was drooling, the tell-all full sign. I started to burp him when Collier asked, “May I?”

      “Sure.”

      He put the burp cloth on his shoulder, took Parker and held him against his shoulder, gently patting his back.  Collier had the magic touch.  He waited for the sound, and there it was.  Parker sounded like an old man.  We laughed.

      “Oh, my God, my greedy son is embarrassing me.”

      Collier held him in his arms and rocked him until he gave in to sleep.  Then Collier got up and walked down the hall.  The baby monitor was on and I heard Collier talking.“God, I pray You bless Parker with a good, peaceful night of sleep, filled with sweet dreams.  Amen.”

      If I didn’t already love him, that moment would have made me fall in love with him.

      He walked back into the kitchen and I was standing at the counter.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Making dessert.”

      He nodded.  “You’re scooping ice cream.”

      “You see it as scooping and I see it as cooking.”  We laughed.

      “Come here.” He pulled me close and I felt my heart start to race.  “You know we don’t have to go out to a fancy dinner all the time.”

      “I know, but I wanted tonight to be special.”

      “It is.  I’m having dinner with the woman I love and her beautiful son.”  I pulled away.  “What, did I say something wrong?”

      “No.”

      “Then what is it?”

      “This isn’t how I imagined this moment.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I wanted to be all cute and wearing my new dress.”  He started laughing.

      “Do you wanna go put the dress on?”

      “No.  The moment is gone.”

      “Okay.  Forget what I said, and tomorrow I’ll pick you up for dinner, and you can wear your new dress and we’ll start over.”

      “It’s not the same.”

      “What’s going on?”

      “It’s just that I wanted to look really pretty when you said that.”

      He grabbed my hand and pulled me to his chest.  “CJ, you’re beautiful.  You could be wearing a paper bag and I’d still feel the same.”

      “Wait right here.”  I hurried down the hall, put on the beautiful light blue Oscar de le Renta dress, combed my hair, touched up my makeup, and sprayed on some parfum.  I walked out to the patio and tapped him on the shoulder.  He turned around and smiled.

      “Wow.  That’s some dress.”

      “Thank you.”  I slowly turned around modeling my new dress.  He took my hand and we started to dance.  Now we looked like Alex and Moses.  I put my head on his shoulder and it just felt right.   I leaned back and looked into his eyes and he smiled back.

      “Chloe Marie Jacobs, I’m still in love with you.”  I smiled.

      “In my mind, I had this all worked out.  And now that the moment is here I don’t know what to say.”

      “Close your eyes and just say it.”

      “I’m in love with you Collier Benjamin.”  I slowly opened my eyes and he kissed me.
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      After Collier left, I sent Bas a text: Hey Bas, Collier said it first.  And he liked the dress.  Thanks, Chloe.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Moses

      

      I ROLLED OVER AND NOTICED I was in bed alone.  I climbed out of bed and felt every sore muscle cry out at the same time.  I wrung and twisted my body, trying to rid it of some of the stiffness.  I felt like I’d been run over by a mack truck.  I looked around for my robe and remembered, how Alex and I ended up in bed yesterday, and a smile slowly covered my mouth.  Not to mention the obvious reaction my body woke up with at the memories of Alex and me making love.

      I scratched my head, walked into the bathroom and glanced at the shower.  It was empty now, but last night it was where everything started.

      I finally made my way to the toilet and felt relief as my bladder and the rest of my body began to come alive.  I flushed the toilet and went over to the sink, washed my face, and brushed my teeth.  Looking at my reflection in the mirror, I had a view of the bed.  My mind filled with the image of me deep in between Alex’s thick caramel thighs, the swells of her breasts pressed against my chest and us rolling around the bed.  I closed my eyes as I brushed my teeth, and her passionate cries invaded my mind.  God, I loved the way she sounded when she gave in to her pleasure.

      My first wife was never animated during sex.  That’s one of the things I loved about making love to Alex. She has no problem telling me what she wants or how much she likes sex.  Although I was very sore and in much need of a pain reliever, I needed to find my wife.  We needed to make up for lost time. But first, I needed a shower.

      After my shower, I went into the kitchen and there she was.  The most beautiful woman I’d ever seen.  I would do whatever it took to make her happy.  The pain she endured while waiting on an end to this mess broke my heart.  I walked over, slipped my hands around her waist, slid her robe down her shoulder and kissed my way up to her ear.

      “Uhm…good morning, Beautiful.”

      “Good morning, yourself.”

      She turned around and she was glowing.  I guess I had that affect on her.  I missed her smile.  She wrapped her arms around my neck, pulled my face down to hers, pressed her lips against mine, and my body quickly responded.  I slid my hands down her back and pressed her against me.  She kissed me harder and my hands slid further down and cupped her gorgeous full behind.  Another difference between Alex and my first wife, curves.  Natalie was pretty, but she didn’t have the beautiful sexiness Alex has.  I  get excited just thinking about her.   I can’t explain it and I hope I never understand the power she has over me.

      “I think we should go back to bed.”

      I looked at her, waiting on a response.  She gently stroked the side of my face and kissed me again.  “About last night…”

      What about last night?  Last night was incredible.  We connected in a way we never had.  The sex was…our sex life was amazing, but last night was unlike anything I’d ever experienced before sexually.  “What about last night?”

      “I want to talk.”

      Oh crap!  I love that my wife likes to talk, but right now, the only words I wanted to hear out of her mouth were my name, her begging me not to stop or that sexy sound she made right before her orgasm came.

      “About what?”

      She adjusted her robe, but not before I got a glimpse of her hard nipple.  My body was moving, but my mind was remembering how that firm nipple tasted when it danced with my tongue.  I hoped this was a short conversation, because I needed to convince her my breakfast suggestion was better than anything we had in the refrigerator.

      She took my hand and led me to the sofa.  We sat down, and I tried to focus on her mouth and not the fact that I wanted to push her down and bury myself deep in between her thick caramel thighs.

      She looked up at me with those beautiful dark brown eyes and I was under her spell.  I knew at that moment, I’d do whatever she asked of me.

      “I know this whole thing hasn’t been easy on you.  I’m sorry for shutting you out.  It’s just…I wasn’t sure how to…”

      I took her hand in mine.   “What is it?”

      “I don’t want you to think I was angry with you.”

      “I know you weren’t angry with me.”

      “It’s just…all the memories of my son came back and it was a lot to deal with, and I didn’t know how to share it with you.”  I stroked the side of her face.  “No matter how hard I tried to push the memories aside, they kept popping back up and then…” a tear rolled down her face.  “I said I wasn’t going to cry.”  I wiped her wet cheek.  “When you said, it wasn’t him, I went back to the day he passed away.”

      “Come here.”

      She sat on my lap.  I wrapped her in my arms and she rested her head against my chest.  Not the way I thought the morning was going to go.

      “I thought I’d cried my last tear for my son, but I guess…”

      “I don’t think that’s something you ever really get over.”

      “It’s been over twenty years.  I should…”

      “It was your child.  He was part of you.”

      She looked at me with a sweet smile on her face.  “Before you told me the news, I was going to suggest we try getting pregnant.  I thought a baby would help me get over the loss.”

      Was that why she was so aggressive last night?  Was she trying to get pregnant?  I looked at her, hoping she had more to say.   She brushed the side of my face, stood up, untied her robe, and let it fall to the floor.  Her wanting to talk had sent my body back to a somewhat relaxed state.  But looking at her presenting her beautiful naked body to me, sent my body soaring.   So what if she wants to get pregnant.  I know that’s not happening today, because she’s on the pill.

      She straddled my lap and I was aching to be set free.  She leaned in close and her hard nipple brushed my chest and I growled.

      She kissed my neck and whispered, “This morning, I saw things differently.”  She gently bit my ear and my breath caught.  She untied my pajama bottoms, scooted closer and slid her delicate hand inside and wrapped it around me.  I tried to contain myself as she glided her hand up and down.

      “You…you did…”

      “I want a baby, but I’m not ready to share you, with anyone.”  She bit on my ear again and I arched against her hand.

      “I…I…uhm…”  My thoughts and words were fighting.  I wanted to respond, but I couldn’t.

      She slid her hand deeper inside my pajamas, pushing me closer to the edge with every stroke of her delicate hand.  “Uhmmm…,” she purred followed by a hot kiss on my neck.  “So what do you want to do…make love or eat breakfast?” Her words floated into my ear and went straight to my core.

      I tossed my head back, breathing hard.  She dragged her warm tongue along my neck and the answer I had to her question disappeared.

      “Ba…Ba…I…I wan…”

      “I think you want to make love.”  She slid her hand along my length and I bit my bottom lip.  She moved her mouth down my chest, brushed her tongue across my nipple and my breath caught.  “What do you want?”

      I lowered my face and those dark eyes that first drew me in, were staring back at me.

      “I don’t want to share you…not yet.”

      “You don’t?”  She sucked on her bottom lip.

      “No.”  She nodded.

      “And I know what I want for breakfast.”

      “So you’re taking that option.”

      “Yes.”

      “What do you want?”

      “You.”

      I took her mouth hard, thrusting my tongue deep inside, owning her mouth.  I slid my hand down, brushed her tight nub and her breath caught.  I brushed the tight bundle again and she pressed down on my hand.  “Mmmm…I…please…”

      I ran my hand along her hot thigh, stirring  up her scent.  She smelled like a garden of spicy flowers ready to be picked.  The more aroused she got, the stronger her scent became as well as the power it had over me.  I inhaled her neck and she fell backwards inviting me to taste her.   I circled her nipple with my tongue and she started to moan.

      My mouth was racing with my finger to bring her to the edge.  I eased my finger inside her warm heat and I couldn’t believe how aroused she was.   I inched deeper and she began to ride my finger.  “Moses…I uhm…I…”

      I slid my finger out and then back in with my thumb stroking her nub.  “Oh God…baby you…uhmm…”  Nothing she said made sense, but I understood what she wanted.  She was on the verge of orgasm, but I didn’t want her to come yet.

      The incoherent sentences had been replaced with moans and deep breaths.  I teased her more and she began to tighten.  She gripped my shoulders as she rode my fingers.  Bouncing up and down to a rhythm only she could hear.  She looked beautiful as the wave of pleasure flushed over her.

      I filled my mouth with her breast sucking and pulling as my thumb brushed her nub again.

      “Oh God!”

      She tossed her head back and her body convulsed.  She looked beautiful coming apart. Then she stiffened and fell against my chest, breathing hard.

      I slid my fingers out and kissed her shoulder.  “You’re beautiful and I need to be inside of you.”

      She raised her head, looked at me and smiled.  “I want to feel every inch of you.”  She crushed her lips against mine and drove her tongue inside kissing me hard.

      I grasped her hips, pulled her on top of me and began our ride.  We started slow and then our ride began to resemble our kiss.  Deep thrusts, surrounded by a sea of desire, lust and emotion.

      “Harder, baby,” she demanded.

      I obeyed her command and pushed harder.  She grabbed the back of the sofa, riding me hard.  She tightened around me as her wild hips pushed us deeper into lust.  I felt my orgasm rising but I didn’t want to come yet, not before Alex.

      She gently bit my shoulder.  “Oh crap!”

      I dug my fingers into her hips, holding her tight as she gave more of herself to me.  We were a team again.  Connected emotionally and spiritually.

      “Baby, I need to…”

      She rolled her eyes back as her body arched and jerked.  She looked beautiful, giving into her pleasure.

      I stroked on her hard nub again.  “Oh God…” She lowered her forehead to mine.  “What are you doing to me?”

      “I’m having breakfast.  Want to join me?”

      She presented me with a wicked smile and nodded.  “Yes.” I thrust hard and… “Oh Crap!…” she cried as the pleasure started to rise.

      “Now baby, take me with you.”

      She tightened around me as her orgasm ripped through her taking me with her.

      I fell back against the sofa with Alex collapsed on my chest, breathing hard.  She felt good connected to me.

      After a few moments of silence, I stroked the back of her head and her hot breath floated across my ear, releasing one word, “Passion.”

      “Exactly.”

      

      Taylor

      

      I STOOD STARING AT MY reflection in the bathroom mirror, trying to process everything.  There’s no way this could be possible.

      I looked down at the narrow white plastic stick with the purple dot under “Yes”.  I took my robe off and looked at my naked body.  I picked up the hand mirror and turned around looking at my behind.  It’s not possible.  I turned back around and looked at my breasts.  They seemed a little larger, but not that much.  Then I looked back at the seven plastic sticks lined on the counter.  Seven different brands and the only thing they had in common, was some indicator pointing to the same answer, “Yes or Positive.”  There really should be one that says, “Shut your mouth, you’re pregnant.”

      Pregnant.  I can’t believe I’m pregnant.  Last night when Jason commented that he liked the couple of extra pounds I’d put on, I was a little defensive.  Then he did that thing I like with his finger and tongue and I quickly forgot about his comment.  But this morning, when my stomach sent back my favorite imported dark roast coffee and my head felt like I’d been run over by a truck, I suspected something.

      Pregnant.  I’m forty…the other number is irrelevant.  Another reason being with a younger man is dangerous…over motivated sperm.

      How did this happen?  Protection is at the top of my list right, after making sure Jason knows how to get me to that point. Ummm…yeah…he’s definitely a well skilled lover.  Unlike, Dionne, I never leave home without my birth control.  God really does have His own plan, because that’s the only way this could have happened.

      I turned to the side and looked at my profile.  Jason was right.  Those few extra pounds looked good on me.  I turned back, faced the mirror, and placed my hands on my stomach.  “Okay, little one, let’s make a deal.  I’ll make sure you get everything you want and need, but you have to make sure I don’t gain too much weight.  Mommy is going to do everything she can to keep you safe.  But first, we need to tell your daddy and brother, things are about to change.”

      I picked up my phone and pressed my life line.  After the third ring, a familiar voice answered.  “Hey, Cuz.”

      “Hey, Taylor.”

      “You sound a lot better than last week.”

      “I feel so much better.  Thank you for everything.”

      “Don’t mention it.”

      “How are the boys?”

      “My two favorite men are doing great.”  I smiled.  “How’s my favorite cousin-in-law doing?”

      “He’s…stop it…I’m talking to Taylor.  I’m sorry, he’s being bad.”  She giggled.  “What’s going on?”

      “Have you rejoined civilization?”

      “We’ll be back at the townhouse day after tomorrow, and heading back to LaCasa after church on Sunday.  Why, what’s up?”

      “Is it possible for you to stop by on your way home?”

      “Sure.  Is everything okay?”

      “It’s nothing bad.  I just need to get your opinion on something.”

      “We can leave sooner, if you…”

      “No.  Trust me, it’s nothing urgent.”

      “Okay.  We’ll see you Sunday.  Bye.”

      “Bye.”  I pressed the button, ended the call and patted my stomach.  “Well, little one, seems you’re going to meet your Auntie Alex and Uncle Moses on Sunday.”
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      I walked into the kitchen and the smells that normally made my mouth water, were not agreeing with my uterus tenant.  I exhaled and walked over and kissed Jason.  The smell of his aftershave traveled up my nose, and I ran down the hall to the restroom.  I couldn’t remember the last time I hugged a toilet.

      I thought we had a deal.  You would keep your cool and I’d tell your daddy about our little visit to the doctor.  I flushed the toilet, dabbed the sides of my mouth with a damp towel and washed my hands.  Okay, let’s try this again.

      I went back into the kitchen, took a deep breath and kissed Zach on the cheek.

      “You okay, Mom?”

      I brushed the side of his face.  “I’m fine, baby.”  I sat down and smiled at Jason.  “How was school?”

      “I got an A on my geometry test.”

      “Good for you, baby.”  I wanted to hug him, but I couldn’t risk another trip to the toilet altar.

      “Zach, I need to talk to your mom.  I’ll call you when dinner’s ready.”

      “Okay.”  He picked up his phone and books and walked out of the kitchen.

      Jason walked over to the cabinet, pulled out a short glass, walked around the counter and placed it in front of me.  He opened a bottle of ginger ale, poured it into the glass and sat down next to me.  I took a few slow sips and lowered my head.

      “Let’s talk.”

      “About?”

      “I don’t know.  Probably why you threw up after kissing me.”

      “I didn’t…”

      He covered my hand with his.  “Zach and I heard you.  Not to mention, your breasts are huge.  Not that I’m complaining.”  He smiled.

      I sipped some more ginger ale.  “What did Zach say?”

      “I told him something wasn’t agreeing with your stomach.”

      “That’s an understatement.”  I sipped some more ginger ale.  “I don’t know how this happened.”

      He smiled.  “You don’t?”

      I never thought I would have to utter these words about myself.  “I’m pregnant.”

      “Really?”

      “I don’t know how this happened.  I know the way.” I smiled.  “I mean, we’re very careful.  How…we said…”

      “That when the time was right, we’d start trying.  Only thing is, trying really isn’t any different from what we normally do.”

      We laughed. “You’re right about that.” I turned and faced him. “Not to mention that amped up sperm of yours.”

      He sat up with his chest stuck out.  “What can I say, a brother’s got power coursing through every part of his body.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” I smiled.

      “Come here.”  I got up and sat on his lap.  “What did the doctor say?”

      “I’m seven weeks pregnant.”

      He nodded and looked up at the ceiling.  “That was around the time we chaperoned Zach’s dance.”

      “Oh, my God,”  I covered my mouth.  “I remember that night.  We decided to relive our high school days and…”

      “Got busy in the coat check room.”

      “And now look at us.”  We laughed.  “We aren’t telling anyone that story.”

      “Why not?”

      “Jason, we’re adults and…”

      “That’s not what you said that night.”

      “If anyone asks, it was a romantic weekend while Zach was away at a game.”

      “Babe, anyone who knows us, won’t believe that story.”

      I laughed.  “You’re right.  I spent my high school years trying not to get pregnant only to get pregnant while chaperoning my son’s high school dance.”  We laughed.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Bas

      

      THE DOOR OPENED AND THERE she was, my best friend, sister, and boss.

      “Bas.”  She threw her arms around my neck and hugged me. “I missed you.” You’d think she’d been gone months and not a few weeks. She stepped back and I walked inside, and she closed the door.  “Moses,” she called out. “Bas is here.”  She slipped her arm around my elbow.  “Let’s go into the kitchen.  Hungry?”

      “Of course,” I smiled.

      “When Moses said you were coming for dinner, I put on my chef hat.  I love our cottage, but after a couple of weeks, I need fish.”  She laughed.  “Don’t tell Moses I said that, he loves grilling.  I might have gained a couple of pounds.  Baby, where are you? Bas and I are hungry.”

      I looked at her behind.  “I see where it landed.”

      “That’s my wife you’re checking out.”  Moses patted her on the behind.

      “Behave yourself,” she winked, and let go of my arm and walked ahead of us.

      “What’s up, man?” We hugged and continued into the kitchen.   He walked over and kissed Alex on the neck.

      “You promised to behave yourself in front of company.”  He whispered something in her ear and her smile got wider.  “Maybe if you behave yourself.” He walked past her and patted her behind.  “Hey…”

      “Nothing wrong with a little appetizer,” he winked and smiled.

      “Should I leave and come back in twenty minutes?”

      “Twenty minutes…that’s just the warm up,” she teased.

      “Okay, I’m going.”  I picked up my jacket and started out the kitchen, and she grabbed my arm.

      “I’m sorry.  We promise to behave ourselves.”  She looked at Moses and smiled.

      “We promise.”  He winked at her.

      After dinner, the three of us cleaned up the kitchen, and it felt like we were at their house in New York.  For the first time in a couple of weeks, I didn’t feel lonely.  We went out to the patio for coffee and dessert.  Watching Alex and Moses was a little nerve-wracking.  I tried not to be jealous, but I wanted what they had.  I wanted my wife to hang on my every word while at the same time calling me out when I was wrong.  I wanted to be in a room full of people and only see her and feel like I did the first time I saw, her every time.  That’s what Alex and Moses had.

      They really were each other’s best friend.  The moment she said “I Do,” I knew our relationship would never be the same.  The love we shared was still there, but it was different and I was fine with that.  What I was jealous of, was that she had someone to share her life with.   Looking back on all of my failed relationships, they didn’t hurt as much, because I knew I had a symbiotic partner in the failed relationship or relationship waiting room.  Now, I was alone, trying to figure out what happened.

      I thought Kendell and I would be like my two best friends, but apparently, I was alone in that thinking.  Funny, she asked if I was using her as a stopover to something better, when it seems I was the stop over.  A point she made painfully obvious from the ring on her left hand.  Not to mention her announcement that she was with someone else.  The sound of those words coming out of her mouth, felt like someone just stabbed me with an ice pick.

      I looked at Alex, feigning a smile.  She tilted her head, put her cup down, nuzzled Moses’ neck and he nodded.

      She stood up and Moses and I followed her lead.  “Bas, sweetie, I love you.  However, I think my husband wants to talk to you in private about store security.  All I ask is that you two please don’t make it too restrictive,” she smiled and kissed me.  “Thank you for everything you do.  I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “Love you.” She hugged me.“Talk to Moses,” she whispered.  When she stepped back, she brushed my cheek.

      “Love you, too.”

      She turned and looked at Moses, hugged him and said something that made his eyes get wide.  “Not fair.”

      “Good night.”  She walked away and the look on his face said it all.  That was the face of a man deep in love.  His eyes were fixed on her behind as she disappeared inside the house.

      “I’ll be right back.”  He went inside and when he came back, he had a bottle and two glasses.  He placed the glasses on the table and filled each half full, then he handed me a glass.  “Take three sips.”

      “Bro, it’s been a while since I had some brown juice,” I joked.

      “Drink.”

      “Salud.”  We raised our glasses and took three sips.

      “That’s smooth.”

      He leaned forward and placed his elbows on his knees.  “After Alex and I had our uhm, break, instead of going to the townhouse and let Grams coddle me, I went to see my  dad.  I walked into his office, sat down and he poured me three fingers of brown juice.”  He smiled.  “He said, take three sips and tell me what happened.”  He took another sip.

      “Watch it.  I don’t want to be responsible for your messing up Alex’s evening,” I teased.

      He smiled.  “I’ll be fine.  My dad knew I was hurting.  He said, ‘If you love her, then she’s worth fighting for and waiting for.  Drink up, because if you’re going to wait, you’ve got a long road ahead of you.’”  He took another sip.  “So, what did Kendell do this time?”

      “How did you know?”

      “In the short time I’ve known you, and from what Alex has said, Kendell’s the only woman you really put yourself out there for.”  He took another sip.  “So what did she do?”

      I leaned forward and copied his sitting position.  “She’s engaged.”  I emptied my glass and placed it on the table.  “Pass the bottle.”  He handed me the bottle and I poured another three fingers.

      “Engaged?”

      “Yep.”  I took a long sip.

      “To who?”

      “The dude she brought to Collier’s party.”

      “Pass the bottle, because I’ll need to be drunk when I tell Alex.”

      I tossed back the contents of the glass and let out a deep gasp.  “Can you believe it?”

      “How did you find out?”

      “She came to the store today because she was supposed to have lunch with Alex.”

      “Alex must have forgotten.”

      “I tried to be nice, and even told her we could eat the lunch she brought, and that’s when she went all crazy and said she was with someone else.”

      “I thought you said…”

      “I saw the ring.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yep.  Makes the one I was looking at look like a promise ring.”

      “Maybe that’s what it is?” he joked.

      “Dude, I appreciate your optimism, but…”

      “Do you still love her?”

      “If you had asked me that two days ago, I would have said yes and I’m just waiting on her to get herself together, but now…we weren’t like you and Alex.  You didn’t start seeing anyone else.”

      “No, but…is she worth the wait?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      “If you don’t think there’s a sliver of a chance you two will get back together, then move on.  But, if you think there’s even a mustard seed size of hope, then ask yourself if you’re willing to wait for her.”  He finished his drink.  “Drink up.  I’m sure Alex has your room ready.”

      “I can’t intrude.”

      “Hey, I’m not about to have Alex bite my head off for letting you drive home after some brown juice and a broken heart,” he joked.

      “I don’t have a…”

      “Tell it to someone that hasn’t been there.  Trust me, you’ve got a broken heart.”  He stood up.  “I’m going upstairs.  Lock up before you go to bed.”

      “Are you sure I won’t be intruding?”

      “I’m sure once I share Kendell’s news, I’ll be up all night, and it won’t be in the way I planned,” he smiled.

      “Sorry, bro.”

      “Don’t be.   Alex will definitely make it up to me tomorrow.  Good night.”  He went inside.

      I filled my glass and walked around the patio and stared at the sky.  “How did I fall in love?  Scratch that, how did I end up with a broken heart?”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Dionne

      

      YESTERDAY WAS SUPPOSED TO BE all about my beautiful baby girl Ella.  Leave it to my girl Kendell to throw a monkey wrench or a spatula into the day.  I don’t believe she showed up with that person she’d been dating knowing Bas was going to be there.  Then she stomped on his broken heart when that man she was with announced their engagement.  I wanted to knock both of them into the pool.  But my four legged baby, Wilbur, took care of Jackson when he peed on his shoes.  Quentin and I laughed because Wilbur had never done that before.  Maybe he was making sure Jackson knew who was top dog.  Like any good dog, Wilbur didn’t want Jackson on his turf.  I bought Wilbur a steak as a reward.

      Alex suggested we girls have lunch.  That was code for GTS or Girlfriend Truth Session and the person on trial, I mean we’d be discussing, was Kendell.  I told Quentin about the lunch and he told the guys.

      My nerves were on edge.  I didn’t know what had me more terrified, this lunch or knowing that this was Quentin’s first time watching Ella without me.  I should have been excited about this me time, but I wasn’t.  I was leaving my sweet baby girl to be monitored by her father, godfather, and uncles.  Of the four of them, the only one with child rearing experience was Jason.  The movie Three Men and A Baby came to mind, and that terrified me even more.  This group of babysitters sounded like a bad joke.  What do you call a publicist, attorney, stockbroker and writer left to babysit two babies…a clueless hot mess.  Alex asked Miss Connie to go over and check on them for me and Chloe.

      I looked at Alex, Taylor, and Chloe sitting across from Kendell, looking like a Senate Reform Committee or a Congressional Hearing looking to vet the next Secretary of State.  I hadn’t seen the three of them this serious since we planned our last vacation.  I thought if Kendell blinked wrong, one of them would pluck her eyes out.  What does the Bible say about cutting off your offending appendage?   Chloe called dibs on cutting out Kendell’s tongue, so she wouldn’t have to hear another one of her lies or excuses.

      Yes, Kendell and Jackson’s announcement at Ella’s dedication reception left a bad taste in everyone’s mouth, but I wasn’t really sure if it was any of our business.  I looked at the tribunal and then at Kendell.  After all the grief and unsolicited commentary she’d given all of us, over the years about our relationships, she had this inquisition coming.

      I sipped my iced tea and waited to see who was going to pounce first.  If ever there was an occasion for an extra large glass of wine, it would be now.  But I couldn’t have any because I was still nursing.

      “Let’s cut to the chase.  What do you want to know?” Kendell asked.

      That was a bold move.  I just knew it was going to be…

      “What the crap is going on with you Kendell?” Chloe shot the first bullet.

      “What are you talking about?”  I’ll give Kendell credit, she was real cool.  She sipped her wine and didn’t flinch.

      “This chick has lost her mind.”  Chloe looked around the table.  “She’s gone psycho.  Instead of lunch, we should have taken her to re-hab.”

      “Re-hab is for addictions not stupidity,” Taylor replied.

      “Are you calling me stupid?”  Kendell asked.

      “Yes.  I need a glass of wine and I can’t have one,”  Taylor replied.

      Chloe held her hand up towards Kendell and turned to Taylor.  “Are you pregnant?”

      Taylor dropped her head. “Damn pregnancy brain.”  She raised her head. “Yes. Please act surprised when Jason announces it at dinner.”

      “Congratulations, girl,” Chloe hugged her. “When are…you know what, let Jason give us details.”

      “Welcome to the club.”  I walked over and hugged her.

      “Congrats, Cuz,” Alex hugged her.

      “Kendell, aren’t you going to congratulate Taylor?” I asked.

      “Congratulations,” she said dryly.  She looked at her watch and started to stand up.  “If this is going to be about babies, I’m…”

      “Chick, get up from that chair and I will come over there and put my foot so far…” Taylor warned, and Kendell eased back down.  “What’s going on with you?”

      “Nothing.”

      Taylor looked at Alex.  “Do you have anything to say?”

      “I’m tired, and I’ve had my last ride on the Kendell relationship roller coaster.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Kendell asked.

      “Let’s see.  You broke up with a man that really loved you to get with a man that keeps you isolated from your family and friends.”

      “Who says he’s the one keeping me away?  Is it that hard to believe that I don’t want to be around you four every waking moment.”  Another smug hit for Kendell.

      “Did she just go there with me?”  Alex asked, as she looked around the table.  “Look here, I don’t know what your problem is, but I’m done.  In fact, I was done when you showed up with Bas for my wedding talking that nonsense about me acting irrationally.   Not to mention that crap you were spreading about my husband being a gold digger.”

      “That one gets me every time I hear it.”  Chloe laughed.

      “What’s she talking about?” I asked.

      “She’s referring to comments I made about Moses living with his grandmother because he’s broke.”

      “Are you nuts?”  I looked at my best friend, stunned at her behavior.  “Do you know who he is?”

      “I didn’t at the time.”

      “Even so, the size of his wallet is none of your business,” I retorted.

      “For the record, we really should say wallets.” Chloe raised her glass. “Alex, you hit the mother lode.”

      “Chloe…”

      “What?  It’s the truth.  His family makes mine look like the hired help.”  She sipped her wine.

      “Are you supposed to be drinking?” I asked.

      “Hey, my big head son is off the breast and on formula, and I’m on wine.”

      “When did this thing happen?” Taylor asked.

      “What thing?” Kendell bounced back.

      The shocked look on Taylor’s face spoke volumes. “I think she’s trying to make me come across this table.  Look here, I will not hesitate…”

      “Wednesday,” Kendell replied.

      “Why did you have to announce it at Ella’s party?” Alex asked.

      “That wasn’t my intention.  I told Jackson to wait.”

      “Apart from the announcement faux pas, didn’t you think it would have been polite to tell Bas before announcing it like that?” Chloe asked.

      “To be honest, I hadn’t given him any thought.”

      “That’s a lie,” Alex blurted out.

      “Now I’m a liar.”

      “I didn’t say that,” Alex bounced back.

      “You implied it.”

      “No, I’m saying I think you wanted to hurt him.”

      “Why would I care about his feelings?” Smug strike number two, or was it number three?  I lost count a few blows back.

      “Is this because he didn’t tell you about me and Moses?  Because, you’ve been acting strange ever since my wedding.”

      “It’s just like you to think everything is about you.”

      Alex jumped up, rested her hands on the table and leaned forward.  “Chick, keep it up and I’ll knock you and that smug ass attitude so far back you’ll be sous chef for the Last Supper.”

      It was hard not to laugh at that one.  I have to remember to share it with Quentin.  “Alex, calm down.”  I pulled on her skirt.  Someone needed to get control of this group.  “Alex, sit down.”  I looked at the tribunal, and then at Kendell.  I wasn’t sure who to address first.  I tossed my head back and said a silent prayer.  Then, I lowered my head and turned to Kendell.  “Kendell sweetie, I think what they’re trying to say is, even though you had no intention of announcing your engagement the way Jackson did, you should have told Bas in private.”

      “Why did he deserve special treatment.?  I wouldn’t expect him to single me out if the tables were turned.” Smug strike number…after that last round, it was pointless to count any more.  “Because…”

      “My God, Kendell, he wanted to marry you,” Alex blurted out.

      “What?”  Kendell finally looked shocked.

      “That’s right, chick,”  Chloe jumped in.  “You finally had the fairytale, and you closed the book before getting to the end.”

      “He never…”

      “Why would he say anything to you after the way you acted that weekend?”  Taylor replied.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Bas told me he was going to propose the night before we left,” Taylor confessed.

      “That’s not true.”

      “It’s true.  Moses told me Bas had the ring, and he was going to propose at the Pink Rose the night before we returned home,” Alex confirmed.

      Kendell stood up.  “You’re just saying that so I…we never…we didn’t talk about marriage until…”  She covered her mouth and turned her head slightly.

      “Yep, girlie, that’s how it feels when you realize you let the dream get away.”  Chloe sipped her wine.  “Fret not little one, you’ve got Jackson.  He’s probably, well, he’s…I’ve got nothing.  Alex…”

      “I don’t know him, so I can’t comment. But, hey, according to Kendell, I have poor judgment when it comes to men.”  She sipped her wine.

      Taylor leaned back in her chair.  “I told you to talk to Bas.  Instead you broke up with him.”  She shook her head.  “Hey, at least you can say you just made some woman very fortunate.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Kendell asked.

      “It’s simple.  You just gave your happy ending to another woman who will appreciate it.  But as Chloe said, you’ve got Jackson. A man so insecure in your relationship that he chose to announce your engagement at a baby’s christening reception.”  She raised her glass to Kendell.  “Congratulations, you’ve got a real prize.”

      Alex stood up and raised her glass.  “Kendell, for your sake, I hope Jackson learns to love you as much as Bas does.”

      “Bas doesn’t love me.”  She shot back.

      “You’re right.”  Chloe stood up.  “He’s in love with you.”  She raised her glass.  “Kendell, as Bas’ friend, I promise to do whatever I can to help him find that good thing he desires and deserves.”

      “That’s not fair,” she replied.

      “I thought we were making toasts?” Chloe asked.

      Taylor stood up and raised her glass.  “To Kendell, we love you, and pray you know what you’re doing, and realize what you’ve lost.  Salud.”

      That was the best GTS we’d had since Chloe’s surprise wedding.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Moses

      

      ALEX AND I HADN’T BEEN married a year, yet I could read her like one of my books.  I knew when she was very quiet, she was angry, and it was my job to make sure I wasn’t the one she was angry with.  Considering she spent the afternoon with her girlfriends discussing Kendell’s announcement, Kendell was probably the reason for her quiet mood.

      I locked up everything downstairs and took that long walk upstairs.  I grabbed the door knob, exhaled and pushed open the door.  I looked around the room and it was empty.  I looked at the doorway to the bathroom and noticed the light was on.  I braced myself and went to the bathroom, and looked straight ahead. There was one of the most beautiful sights I’d ever seen.

      I leaned against the doorway.  Alex was in the tub, surrounded by bubbles. “Hey, Beautiful.”

      She looked up and smiled.  “Hey, Handsome.  Join me?”

      I didn’t need to be asked twice.  I quickly got undressed and joined her in the tub.  I got in my favorite spot, behind her.  She leaned back and I wrapped my arms around her.

      She leaned back against my chest and I had to admit, if she kept fidgeting, this bath was headed in another direction.  She finally got comfortable and I kissed her shoulder.  “So, are you going to tell me what happened?”

      She exhaled.  “No.”

      “Okay.”

      “It’s just, I want to wring her neck.”

      “Kendell, right?”

      “Of course.  She’s insane.”

      “What did you do?”

      She leaned to the right and looked up at me.  “What makes you think I did something?”

      “Because I know you.”

      She lifted my hand.  “You have beautiful hands…long, strong fingers.  I like how they…”

      “Alex, what did you do?”

      “I didn’t do anything.”

      I knew that trick.  She figured if she changed around the question, she’d trip me up.  “Okay, what did you say?”

      “You think you know me so well.”

      “Yes, I do.”

      She continued stroking my fingers.  “I told Kendell if she didn’t put the kibosh on her smug attitude, I was going to knock her back so far she’d be sous chef for the Last Supper.”

      I laughed out loud before I knew it.  “Babe, first off, good line.  I’ve got to use it in a book.  Second, what happened?”

      “I, we were all pissed at how she disregarded Bas’ feelings with her engagement announcement.”

      “I know you’re upset, however…”

      “Babe, you know she had it coming.”

      “Whether she deserved it or not, what goes on or went on between Bas and Kendell is none of our business.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes.”

      “Uh-huh…so you’re telling me you and the guys haven’t asked him what happened?”

      “I didn’t say that.”

      “You better explain, or you’ll be in this tub alone.”

      “Yes, we asked him.”

      “And?”

      “He hasn’t got a clue why they broke up.”  I kissed her neck. “So I take it you four have come up with a way to get rid of Jackson.”

      “Of course.”

      “Let me guess. Chloe, wants to cut off his jewels and roast them.”

      “That was her suggestion.  However, we opted to go with Dionne’s instead.”

      “Which was?”

      “Covering his jewels in honey and then put a bee filled cod piece on them.”  She laughed.

      I cringed at the thought of the pain that would evoke.  “Dionne came up with that?”

      “Yep, she has a little sadistic streak in her.”

      “I’ll say.  Quentin should be scared.”

      “He is.”  We laughed.

      “Seriously, babe, it’s none of our business.”

      “We know. That’s why we all vowed to stay out of it.”

      “You did?”

      “You sound surprised.”

      “I am.  I know the four of you, and find it hard to believe you all agreed to drop it, just like that.”

      She scooped up some bubbles and blew them in my face.  “I don’t want to talk about Kendell and her drama anymore.”

      “You don’t?”

      “No.”  She kissed my hand.  “I know this will inevitably come back and bite her in the butt.”  I eased my hand down the center of her stomach and was treated to that sexy giggle.

      “So, what did you have planned after your bath?”

      “I hadn’t expected company.”  She leaned and looked up at me.

      “You didn’t?”

      She shook her head.  “Nope.  Once you didn’t act on my announcement, I thought this was going to be a solo bath.”

      “What announcement?”

      “When I stopped by your office and said, I think I’ll take a bath before bed.”

      “I’m sorry, I missed the signal.”

      “That’s okay. They say the honeymoon period is short lived.  I just didn’t think ours would end before our first anniversary.”  I tickled her.  “Stop baby, you know how ticklish I am.”

      I kissed her neck.  “Yes, I do.  I also know how much you like…”  I eased my hands between her thighs and her breath caught.  “Are you ticklish there?”  She shook her head and grabbed the top of the tub as my hand continued to tease her.  My hand traveled further up her thigh.  “Are you ticklish there?”  She leaned back against my chest and parted her legs.  Her breathing had changed and her body was writhing.  I gently bit her ear and whispered, “Maybe you should show me where you’re ticklish.”

      She covered my hand with hers and guided my hand right to the spot where she wanted me to touch her.  I followed her lead, and soon she was sailing higher than a kite.  When she came down, she collapsed against my chest until her sated tremors stopped.  “Now it’s your turn.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Bas

      

      I HAD BEEN TRYING TO figure out what I did to deserve what was happening to me.  I always thought I was a good boyfriend.  I never cheated on the women I was in relationships with.  I’d tried to be honest and respectful.  Never one to overstep my bounds and yet, when it came to Kendell, I shared parts of me I never shared with any other woman.  In fact, I never considered marriage until Kendell.  Yet, the one woman I thought was more real than any of the fluff balls, turned out to be the one to hurt me the most.

      I still couldn’t believe she was engaged.  What really had me stumped the most was that she and Jackson hadn’t known each other that long.  I knew you didn’t need to spend years getting to know someone, but my God, it had only been a few months.

      Leave it to the woman I loved to shatter my reputation.  I didn’t hang out with the fellas today, because I couldn’t stand to have one more person feeling sorry for me.  It was bad enough I felt sorry for myself, I didn’t need my boys feeling sorry for me as well.

      What I needed was a good steak and a glass of port.

      I walked into the restaurant and went straight to the bar.  I’d always liked this restaurant.  The smooth jazz complimented the food and atmosphere perfectly.  I  looked around the restaurant at all the couples, and began to second guess my decision to fly solo tonight.

      I sipped my drink and sighed.  I was Sebastian Devereaux.  I could do this.  I used to go out on a regular basis and pick up, I mean, meet women.  Yet, here I was, terrified to put myself out there.  Damn Kendell for stealing my confidence.  I sipped my drink and looked around the restaurant.  There had to be at least one attractive, single, woman I could buy a drink and possibly dinner.  So far, no one caught my eye.

      I placed my order and when I looked up in the mirror, I spotted a familiar face.  I couldn’t stand another rejection.  Instead, I waited for the perfect time to make my move.  I kept tabs on her with the help of the mirror and her server.

      Just as I was finishing my steak, she came over and tapped me on the shoulder.  I wiped my mouth, turned around, and stood up.  We’d never really spoken beyond some small talk, but she had always been on my list.  Pretentious comment number two.  Every time I wanted to approach her, she was with someone.  I made it a rule never to brush up on another man’s woman.  I wouldn’t like it if someone knowingly did that to me. The few times she had come in to the store, we’d spoken a little, but nothing more than friendly banter.  I was surprised when I saw her at church.  I didn’t know we had that in common, as well.

      She was clearly the type of woman I’d be with…smart, successful and beautiful.  She wasn’t like the women I used to date, nor was she like Kendell. She was a mix.  I have wanted to ask her out, but the timing was never right.  Seemed we’d never been available at the same time.  I wasn’t sure she was now.

      She held up the receipt.  “Seems someone treated me to dinner.”  She smiled.

      I smiled.  “I didn’t want to intrude on your meal.  Join me for a coffee?”

      She looked at her watch.  “That would be nice.”  I helped her onto the stool, and noticed she had beautiful legs.

      “What would you like?”

      “An espresso.”

      “We’ll have two espressos.  Thank you.”  I sat down.

      “Thank you for dinner.”

      “It was my pleasure.”  I couldn’t believe I was nervous.  “I have…”

      “Let’s not muddy the evening with a lot of conversation about past intentions.”

      “Okay.”

      “Let’s just flow in the present.”

      This was new for me.  An aggressive, confident woman.  “So, do you go out to eat alone a lot?”

      The bartender placed the espresso shot glasses in front of us.  “Thank you.”  She added sugar and took a sip.  “That’s a tricky question.”

      “It is?”  I sipped my espresso.  “How so?”

      “In order to answer that question, I have to step back into the past and right now, I’m trying to forget some things in my past.”

      “Sounds like you’ve just come through a rough break up.”

      “Is it that obvious?”  She ran her index finger around the rim of her glass.

      “Let’s just say, I’m not sure what’s worse, the break up or getting back out there.”  I sipped my espresso.

      “Trust me, there’s something worse than getting back out there…,” she sipped her espresso.  She had incredible lips.

      “What could be worse?”

      “Watching your ex move on.”

      “I know your pain.”  I finished my espresso.

      “Is that why you’re here alone?”

      I nodded.  “She’s engaged.”

      She signaled the bartender.  “Two Prunier Champagnes, thank you.”  She finished her espresso.

      “I’m not a champagne kinda guy.”

      “Trust me on this.” She smiled.

      She had a beautiful smile.  “Okay.”

      The bartender placed the petite glasses in front of us.  We raised our glasses.  “Here’s to our exs may they realize what they’ve lost.”

      “Salud.” I took a small sip and realized it wasn’t champagne, but very smooth brown juice.  It reminded me of what Moses had given me the other night. “That’s not champagne.”  I looked at her with a raised eyebrow and a crooked smile.

      “No, it’s cognac.  It’s what I drank when I found out my ex got engaged to a woman ten years younger than me after only knowing her three months.”

      “You win.  At least my ex waited almost a year.”

      She sipped her drink.  “He didn’t even tell me.  I found out from one of my girlfriends whose boyfriend knows him.  Her boyfriend and my ex are friends.”

      “I can top that.  I suspected she was engaged, but her fiancé announced it at my niece’s christening reception.”

      “You win that round.”  She laughed and took another sip.  “No more talk of exs.”

      “Deal.”

      “Why are you dining alone?” she asked.

      “Thought I should get back out there.”

      “Good move.  Trust me sitting, festering, thinking about the past and trying to figure out what you did wrong, doesn’t help.  Nor does planning their death.”  She smiled.

      “Exactly.”  I sipped my drink.  “Although, I think I had come up with some very clever options.”

      She laughed.  “Don’t tell me, in case you need my services, I need to be objective.”

      “Are you sure, because I have some really good ones.”

      “I’m sure.  Besides, if they think they can do better than us, all the best to them.”

      “Exactly.”

      She looked at her watch.  “It’s getting late and I have to fly to Toronto in the morning.”

      “Toronto?”

      “Yes.  I just took a position in my firm’s Toronto office.”

      “Congratulations.”  God, Your timing is really something.

      She placed a fifty dollar bill under her glass and stood up.  I started to get up, and she stopped me.  She stroked the side of my face and gently kissed me.

      “My dear Sebastian, you are the one that should have been.”

      “I’ll walk you to your car.”

      “Please don’t.”

      I was a little shocked at her request.  “Afraid I might kiss you and you’ll change your mind about Toronto?” I teased.

      “Yes.”

      She was either being nice, or this was flirting on a whole new level.  She brushed my lips with the tip of her finger.  I don’t know what came over me.  I eased my hands around her waist, pulled her close and gently grabbed her bottom lip between mine.  She splayed her hands across my chest and met my lips with hers.  The intensity grew from a gentle peck to an intense, deep kiss for all to see.  I couldn’t believe she was…I was carrying on like this in public.  I blamed it on the Prunier and the music.  This was my match.  She wrapped her hands around my neck and let out a faint moan.  She pulled back, and brushed her finger across my lips and smiled.

      “My driver is waiting.”  She leaned in and whispered.  “If I wasn’t moving to Toronto, this would be the first of many kisses between us.”

      I could have suggested a long distance thing, but I knew it wouldn’t work.  “I agree.”  Savannah Moore and I were destined to be two ships that pass in the night, and I was fine with that.  Some fantasies were just meant to be fond memories, and stories you share with your son when he’s old enough to understand.

      “However, in the off chance you find yourself in Toronto, call me and we can share a Prunier.”  She wrote her number on a napkin, placed it in my hand and kissed me again before walking out of my life.

      I watched her walk towards the door as her hips moved to the sexy sounds bouncing off the walls.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Chloe

      

      “LAST NIGHT COLLIER AND I were at Pietro’s enjoying a little quality time when I looked across the room at the bar, and saw this couple making out.  Imagine my surprise when I realized the man was Parker’s god father.”

      Bas turned around and the look on his face was priceless.  “What did you say?”

      “I said, I saw you and Savannah Moore making out at Pietro’s.  I wouldn’t have thought you would want a woman like her.  But, way to go.  And from the way you two were going at it last night, it’s safe to say you’re over Kendell.”  I poured a cup of coffee.  “I’m glad to see you’re back out there.  She’s beautiful, successful, and smart.  You are bouncing back with a real prize.   So when are you going to see her again?”

      “I’m not.”

      “That kiss said otherwise.”  I sipped mt coffee.

      “I said, I’m not going to see her again.”

      “It’s time to move on.  And moving on with Selena Moore is a good first move.  She’s perfect for you.   I don’t know why I hadn’t thought about her sooner.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I want to help you find someone.”

      “I’ve reached a new level of desperation.”  He sighed.  “Look Chloe, of all people, I never expected you to feel sorry for me.”

      “I don’t feel sorry for you.”

      “In all the years I’ve known you, you have never wanted to fix me up.  Why now?”

      “Do I need a reason?”

      “Yes, you do.”

      “Okay, you’re a great guy, and I’m pissed at the way Kendell treated you.”  I sat down and sipped my coffee.

      “Uh-huh and this has nothing to do with your feeling sorry for me?”

      “What…please.  If I felt sorry for you, I would just pay one of the girls in my office to come on to you to boost your confidence.”

      “What?”

      “You’re my friend, and I want to see you with someone worthy of all this.”  I drew an imaginary line from the top of his head to his feet.

      “Is that all?”

      “Of course it is.”  I sipped my coffee.  “So back to Savannah Moore.  You need to ask her out.  My suggestion is to send your invitation attached to a statement worry floral arrangement.  Then…”

      “I’ll need to book a flight to Toronto.”

      “Now you’re talking.  Dinner in Toronto would be great.  However, something a little more local would be better.  You don’t need to overshoot the rainbow on your first date.   I’m sure I could get my dad’s jet or maybe…”

      “She’s moving to Toronto.”

      “What?”

      “I have been wanting to ask her out for quite a while, but the timing was never right.  Last night was another example of poor timing.”

      “I’m sorry, but the way you two were going at it, I was about to send Collier over to tell you two to get a room,” I teased.

      “Well, seems we were the victims of bad timing again.  She left for Toronto this morning.”

      “You’re kidding.  So what was last night?”

      “Coincidence or God telling me that she’s not the one.”  He got up and topped off his coffee. “She got a promotion to her firm’s Toronto office.”

      “Bas, no…”

      “Yep.  Seems the woman I waited to catch in between boyfriends has moved to another country.  Oh, and let’s not forget the woman I’m in love with is engaged to someone else.”

      “You know what you need?”

      “No, Chloe, what do I need?”

      “I’ve got nothing.  I was hoping you could tell me, because I’m doing good to remember to put on underwear.”

      “Didn’t need to know that.”

      “Hey, you’ve seen parts of me that only Co…You know what? This isn’t about me.”  I jumped up and went over to the credenza and topped off my coffee.

      “Chloe Marie Jacobs…”

      “Hold up.  What’s with the full name call out?”

      “What were you about to say?”

      “We were talking about you.”

      He walked over and got in my face.  “Spill it.”

      I exhaled.  “I can’t believe…I was going to say, you’ve seen parts of me that only Collier and Orlando have seen.”

      He stepped back with his mouth open and his arms folded in front of his chest.  “Are you and Collier sleep…”

      “We did when we were younger.”  I grabbed his tie.  “Sebastian Maurice Devereaux, if you say anything to Collier, I’ll sneak into your condo, and shave every strand of hair on your body.  And you know I will.”

      “Point taken.”

      I sat down.  “The way I see it, until you get closure with Kendell, you aren’t going to move on.  Although, from the looks of that kiss last night, you are well on your way to recovery.”

      “I have to get back to work.”

      “We aren’t finished.”

      “Chloe…”

      “My dad’s assistant has a crush on you.  Let me set you up.”

      “No.”

      “Why not?  The best way to get over one woman is with another one.”

      “You really aren’t going to let this go are you?”

      “No.”  I smiled.

      “I’ll probably regret it, but okay.  Do it.”

      “Perfect.  I’ll call Jennifer and…”

      “Wait a minute.  What does she look like?”

      “She’s cute.”

      “Cute…is code for…”

      “Trust me.  I’ve got an idea about your type.”

      “Chloe…”

      “Meet her for coffee and if you hit it off, ask her out.”

      “Fine.  Set it up.”

      “One last thing.”

      “What?”

      “Don’t tell Alex.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because we all promised not to get involved in your love life.”

      “Fine, whatever.  Now can I get back to work?”

      I walked over and kissed him on the cheek.  “I’ll text you with the details.”

      “Okay.  Now leave.  Bye.”

      “Remember what I said.  If what I said to you gets back to Collier, you’ll be a cute hairless man.  Love you Sweetie, bye.”

      

      Moses

      

      “HEY MAN, WHAT’S UP?”

      “I need to talk to you.”

      “What’s on your mind?”

      “Not over the phone.”

      I looked at my watch.  When your oldest and best friend calls and doesn’t sound like himself, you drop everything.  “Come by…”

      “Kinda don’t want an audience.”

      This wasn’t normal behavior for Collier.  “I’ll pick up some sandwiches, and be at your office in an hour.”

      “Thanks.”

      I shut down everything and went searching the house for Alex, and found her upstairs in our bedroom.  I  quietly walked up behind her, slipped my hands around her waist and kissed her neck.  “Uhmm…that was nice.  Be careful, my husband could walk in any moment.”

      “I passed him on the stairs and he told me it was okay to come up and kiss you.”

      “The nerve of him.”  She turned around and wrapped her hands around my neck and I kissed her.  “Tell my husband he can always send you in his stead.”  She smiled.  “Want to go to lunch?”

      “Can’t.”

      “Send my husband back,” she teased.  I kissed her again.  “I’ll give you one more chance.”

      “Beautiful, I can’t.  I have to go over to Collier’s office.”

      “So, I’m being stood up for your bestie,” she teased.

      I removed my hands and went to get a jacket.  “Yeah, he just called.”

      “Is everything okay?”  She followed behind me.

      I pulled out a jacket and she helped me slip it on.  “I’m not sure.  He didn’t sound like himself.”

      “How so?”

      “He sounded like…you know what? I’m probably just reading more into it than it is.”  I grabbed my wallet and keys.  “Has Chloe said anything?”

      “No.”  She stepped closer and eased her hands around my waist, and kissed me.  “I like this jacket.”  She kissed me again.  “I really like it when it’s lying on the floor next to the rest of your clothes.”

      I see Frisky Alex is in the house.  “You do?” I kissed her.

      “Hurry and get Collier straightened out, because I might need a little fixing.”  She kissed me again.

      “Is everything set for the party?”

      “Way to kill the mood.”  She stepped out of my grasp.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Your mother…”

      “What did she do this time?”

      “She thinks it should be very glamourous.”

      “That doesn’t sound too bad.”  I took her hand and we walked down to the elevator and got on.

      “Oh, it gets better.  She thinks it would be nice if I wore my wedding gown.”  She looked at me with a raised eyebrow.  “That’s insane right?”

      “Well, it is our anniversary party.”

      “Exactly.  It’s not our wedding.”

      “I understand, but in her defense, it is a black and white theme and I think…”

      The elevator stopped and we exited. “You agree with her?”

      “I know it’s a rare thing, but yes.”

      “I’m not…”  I kissed her.

      “Let’s talk about it when I get back.  For the record, I like the way you looked in that dress.”

      “Not fair playing that card.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “The compliment card.”

      “It’s the truth.  I have to go.”  I kissed her.  “Love you.”

      “Love you.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I knocked on the door and waited to be invited inside.

      “Come in.”

      I pushed the door open and looked across the room at my best friend.  “This better be good, because I left a frisky wife,” I teased, but he didn’t smile.  I closed the door.  Okay, this was serious.

      “Hey, man.”  He walked over and hugged me.  “Sit down.”

      His whole demeanor was unnerving.  “What’s going on?”  We walked over to the sitting area and sat down.  “I stopped by Carlo’s and picked up lunch.”

      “Thanks, but I’m not sure I can eat.”

      “Okay.  You’re my boy. So whatever it is, I have your back.”  He pulled out a small black suede box, and placed it on the coffee table.

      “Open it.”

      I opened the box and staring back at me was a very large yellow diamond.  I looked at Collier and the tension on his face was obvious.  I knew a joke was needed.  “I’m sorry, but I’m already married.”

      “What?”

      “The ring.”

      “Oh.” Not even a fake smile.

      I took my jacket off and took a sandwich out of the bag and handed it to him.  I opened my pastrami and swiss, took a big bite, and realized I was the only one eating.  “You talk while I eat.”

      “I’m thinking about asking CJ to marry me.”

      “I gather as much from the huge ice in the box.”

      “Do you think I’m moving too fast?”

      “I can’t answer that.  Besides, it took me and Alex almost two years to get ourselves together.”

      “CJ and I have history.”  He looked at me.

      “History?”

      “Remember that girl I told you I saw every summer?”

      “That was Chloe?”  I tried to sound surprised, but Alex had already told me.

      “You are such a horrible liar.”  He smiled.

      “Eat your sandwich.”  I sipped my iced tea.  “So, what’s the problem?”

      “What if she says no?”  He bit his plain pastrami.

      “I know you.  You wouldn’t have shelled out money for that rock if you didn’t think she felt the same.”  I wiped my mouth.  “So, what’s the problem?”

      “I’m scared.   If I do this my life will change dramatically.”

      “What’s the difference in what you’re doing now?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Every chance you get, you’re in Cali with Chloe and Parker.”

      “Not true.”

      “Where were you last weekend and the weekend before…”

      “Okay, so I spend a lot of time flying.”

      “No, bro, you’re spending a lot of time with your family.”  I took another bite of my sandwich.

      He wiped his mouth.  “So you think I should do it?”

      “I’m not going to tell you what to do.”  I took another sip of iced tea.  “I’ll ask you the same thing Mom Connie asked me.  Do you love her or are you in love with her?  If the answer is the latter, then you need to go get your family.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty

          

        

      

    

    
      Collier

      

      I KNOCKED ON THE DOOR and heard footsteps walking across the floor.  The door opened quickly and standing before me was the woman I was in love with.  I kissed her and followed her inside and closed the door.  I turned and heard little taps running across the hardwood floor towards me.  I looked down and saw the other person I loved, her son.

      “It’s like he’s been waiting on you to get here.”  She looked down at Parker.  “I told you Collier was coming to tuck you in.”  He lifted his little arms up to me.  “I don’t know what you’ve done to him, but since we’ve been in New York, he won’t go to sleep until he sees you.”

      “Hey there, little man.”  I bent down and picked him up.  “What are you doing up?”

      “Dada.”  I looked at Chloe and she looked at me smiling.

      “Did you hear that?”

      “Yes.”  She reached for his hand.  “Are you okay Baby?”

      I cleared my throat. “Yes.”

      “Here,” she reached for Parker.  “I’ll take him.”

      “No.  I’ll put him down.”  I walked into the other room and placed Parker in his crib.  “Hey, little man, I’m going to do my best to make sure I’m always around.”  He was dancing in his crib and laughing.

      “What is going on in here?”  Chloe walked in smiling.  “Parker Alexander, do you know what time it is?”  He laughed louder.

      “Mama,” he called out followed by another loud laugh.

      “Shhh Parker.  It’s late and Aunt Taylor and Uncle Jason are next door trying to sleep.”  He laughed out loud followed by a high pitched screech.

      “Honey, let me try.”  I picked him up.  “Hey, little man, what’s going on?”  I tried walking with him, but he was still wide awake and laughing.

      “I don’t know why he’s so excited.”

      “He’s okay, baby.”  I smiled.

      “Here honey, let me take him.”  I handed him to Chloe.  She started walking and rocking him in her arms and blowing in his eyes.

      “Where did you learn that?”

      “Your mom.  She said she used to do you the same way.  She said it calmed you down and within minutes you were asleep.”  We looked down at Parker and he was yawning.  “See.”  She placed him in the crib and rubbed his stomach.

      “He’s beautiful, Chloe.”

      “Thank you.  When I look at him, I don’t see the mistakes I made or how much Orlando hurt me.  I only see love.”

      I looked at her and then at Parker.  “CJ, I wanted to go for a walk and--”

      “I’m sorry.  I forgot.  Let me change my shoes and get Mrs. King.”  She started walking away, and I grabbed her hand.  “What’s wrong?”  She turned and faced me.

      “I was going to do this in the garden.”

      “Do what?”  I brushed her cheek.  “What’s wrong, baby?”  She looked at me with those big brown eyes and I saw my future.

      “Everything is right.”  I looked at Parker and took a deep breath.  “You and Parker mean so much to me.”

      “We love you, too.”

      I took another deep breath.  “Parker and I bought you something.”

      “You and Parker bought me something?” She smiled.

      I reached inside my pocket and put the ring in my fist.  “Yes and I think that’s why he’s so active.  I told him we were going to give it to you tonight.”

      “Okay.”

      “I have to tell you, I wanted the yellow one and he kept pointing to the white one.  So we compromised.  Close your eyes.  No peeking.”

      “I’m not peeking.”

      “Hold your hand out...okay open your eyes.”  She looked down at the very large yellow diamond ring sitting on a narrow band of white pave diamonds, and didn’t say anything.  “Honey…honey…are you okay?”

      “What is this?”

      I took a deep breath.  “I asked Parker how would he feel about having me around…permanently?”

      She was still staring at the ring.  “And what did he say?”

      “He smiled and spit up on me.”

      She looked up laughing. “I see.”

      “I wanted to make sure we were on the same page, so I asked your parents to interpret his response for me.  They said that was the Jacobs’ way of welcoming new people into the family.”

      “Really.”

      I got down on my left knee, took her left hand in mine.  “CJ, I’m in love with you, and I love your son.  I wasn’t ready the first time I met you. But thank God, He brought you back to me.  I have you as a friend, and now I’m ready to be your husband, your partner, your lover and Parker’s father.  If you and Parker will have me, I promise with God’s help to be the best in all those roles.  Chloe Marie Jacobs will you marry me?”

      She took a deep breath and I saw tears fill her eyes.  “Collier Benjamin, I’m in love with you, too and yes, I’ll marry you and yes, you can be Parker’s Dada.”

      I placed the ring on her left ring finger and stood up.  I pulled her close, kissed her and heard laughing.  We turned and saw Parker sitting up laughing and clapping his hands.

      “Hey, little man, looks like Dada and Mama are getting married.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Alex

      

      “WHEN I STEPPED OUT ONTO the patio and saw the girls, I knew something was up.”  Moses kissed my hand.  “Then I looked up and saw you.”  I looked at Moses and I couldn’t stop smiling.  “When did you decide to turn our anniversary party into a vow renewal?”

      His smile disappeared and he stopped walking.  “When I found you sitting in the shower grieving your son.”  I reached up and caught the tear sitting in the corner of his eye.

      “Baby…”

      “It hurt to see you hurting.  When my dad came to see you, he told me no matter what happened, I needed to make sure you knew I loved you more now than I did when I first fell in love with you.”  He kissed my palm.

      “Baby, I know you…”

      “We had a nice wedding, but I know you agreed to that wedding because I pushed you.”

      “You didn’t push me.”

      “That’s the only lie you’ve ever told me.”  He smiled.  “I overheard you talking to Chloe.”

      “I didn’t mean…”

      “I know you didn’t want a large show and neither did I.  But I knew you wanted your girls, your sisters there.  So I called them and they helped me.”

      “What?”

      We continued walking.  “When they came out for baby Ella’s christening, I told them what I wanted to do, and they went to work on it.”

      “I can’t believe they didn’t say anything.”

      “I gave them a budget, and they took over.”

      “What about your mother?”

      “I told her to work with the girls and to make sure you wore your wedding gown.  I wanted to show you off.”

      “I’m glad it still fits,” I joked.

      We stopped walking and he turned to face me.  “I may not be able to give you everything you desire or want, but I’ll do my best.”

      “The only thing I demand of you, is that you love me.”

      “I love you more every day.”  He pulled me to his chest, wrapped his arms around my waist and kissed me like he did the first time.

      “We’d better head back to the house.”

      “Not just yet.  I’m not ready to share you.”  He stroked the side of my face and we continued walking.

      “All that’s missing is our first night at the cottage.”  I smiled.

      He looked at his watch.  “I can drive us to the heliport and we’d be there in about an hour.”

      “Very tempting, but we can’t.”  I tucked my hair behind my ear.  “Can we?”

      “If that’s what you want to do…”

      “No.  We’d better head back.”  I looked up and spotted something I’d never noticed before.  “What’s that?”

      “That must be the new gardener’s shed.”

      “Think there’s a bathroom?”

      “What?”

      “Hey, the champagne was good.”  We walked up to the shed, and stopped when we saw the keypad.  “Are you kidding me?  Who puts a keypad on a toolshed?”

      “I guess you’ll be squatting around back.”

      “Not funny.”

      “I’m not kidding.  If I can’t get the door open…”

      “Is there a window?”

      “Nope.”

      “Moses, do something.”  I started shifting from side to side.

      He pulled his phone out and pressed a number.  “Hey, Alex and I are down at the gardener’s shed.  What’s the code…okay…okay…thanks.”

      “Well?”

      He punched in the code and the door unlocked. “Wait right here.” He turned on the flashlight on his phone and walked inside.

      “Is there a toilet or a bucket at least?”

      He came back. “You’re in luck.  Give me your hand.”  We walked inside and he turned the light on.  It took my eyes a few seconds to adjust.  I looked around and my mouth dropped open.

      “Oh, my God…it’s beautiful.”  I covered my mouth with my hand and slowly turned.  “When did you?”

      He walked over and slipped his hands around my waist and kissed my neck.  “I had four helpers.”

      “They didn’t.”

      “They said since they couldn’t throw you a shower, the least they could do, was give you a night to remember.”

      “I was counting on you for a memorable night.”  I turned to face him.  “This is beautiful.  It reminds me of the cottage.  I love you.”  I kissed him.

      “I love you, too.”

      “Oh crap!”

      “What?”

      “I need to get your present.”

      “You mean that box over in the corner?”  I looked in the direction he was pointing.

      “Yes.”

      “Grams gave it to Taylor.”  I stepped out of his grasp, walked over and got the boxes, and came back and stood in front of him.

      “When I met you that was it.  I didn’t want anyone else.  And then you uttered those two words, ‘my wife’ and I got sad.  Now when you say ‘my wife’, I know you’re talking about me.  I love being your wife, and I am so grateful to God for giving you to me.  I am in love with you, Moses Bernard Adair, and I’ll marry you as many times as you want.  Happy anniversary.”  I handed him both boxes.

      “Thank you, Beautiful, but you didn’t have to get me a gift.  It’s my…”

      “Excuse me, aren’t you my husband?” We laughed.  He asked me a similar question when were dating.

      “Yes, I am.”

      “Then it’s expected I would get you a gift for our anniversary.”  He shook both boxes.  “Open the small one first.”

      “Odd shape box for paper.”  I stood smiling as he opened the box.  “A money clip.”

      “Read the inscription.”

      He turned over the small platinum clip and read, “PAPER : Prayer And Patience Enables Romance…Happy first anniversary, love always, Alex”.  The front was engraved with his initials and three black diamonds.  “This is beautiful.”  He kissed me.

      “It’s for your paper.”  We decided to abide by the standard anniversary gift suggestions, but with our own interpretations.

      “I get that, Honey. Thank you.”  He picked up the other box.

      “Grams helped me with this one.”

      “This is heavy for paper.  What did you do?”

      “Grams told me for her first anniversary she didn’t know what to get either, and this is what she gave your grandfather.” I stood with my hands behind my back and watched him open the box.  “Do you like it?”

      “I’m a little confused.”

      Inside the box was a gold brick.

      “I wrote this on the card…the paper part of the gift, but here goes.  Grams says love is like a solid gold brick, man can break it, but only God can make it.  And like gold, love only gets more valuable and precious with time.  Happy Anniversary, Baby.”

      “Wow!  Thank you.  I never would have come up with that.  Wow!  And this belonged to my grandfather?”

      “Yes.  Do you like it?”

      “Sweetheart, you have no idea how much this means to me.  Thank you.”

      “I did good?”

      “You did very good.”  He kissed me.

      “I’m sorry, but I have got to pee.  Where’s the bathroom?”  He pointed to the corner and I hurried over to the opened door.  “Oh crap!”

      He hurried to the bathroom.  “What’s wrong?”

      “Help me out of this dress?”  He stood in the door way laughing.  “What’s so funny?”

      “Only you could take a romantic moment and make it funny.”

      “Don’t laugh, I really have to pee and this dress wasn’t designed for…”

      “How did you do this at our first wedding?”

      “Taylor and Kendell helped me.  Don’t make me laugh.”

      “Okay.”  He walked over and loosened the laces and my dress fell to the floor, and I stepped out of it.  “Do you need help with anything else?”

      “Not yet, smarty.”  He picked up my dress and went back into the other room.  When I finished I went back and he was getting undressed.  “I’m sorry about spoiling the mood.”

      He slipped his hands around my waist and kissed me.  “You didn’t ruin it.  You just fast forwarded it.  I was kind of hoping to re-enact that first night at the cottage.”

      “I can put the dress back on.”

      “Come to think of it, that wasn’t the best part of the evening.”  He kissed me and continued to undress.

      “Excuse me.”

      He turned around.  “Yes?”

      “Where’s my gift?”

      “Your gift?”

      “Yes.”

      “My present was the party.  I used a lot of paper to pay for it.”

      “Oh, okay.”  I walked around the bed and got my bag.  “I’m going to change.”

      “Okay.  I’ll change out here.”

      I went back to the bathroom and started to change.  I reached inside my bag and felt something odd.  I pulled out the small black box with the fuchsia silk ribbon.  I opened the box and my mouth dropped open.  It was a beautiful bracelet with his interpretation of paper.  Platinum with Amethyst, Pink sapphires, Emeralds and Rubies and a simple inscription on the back. ‘Happy Year One Paper Anniversary, love, Moses.’”  I finished changing and walked back out to the other room.   I eased my hands around his waist and kissed him on the shoulder.  “My paper bracelet is perfect.  Thank you.”  He lifted my hand to his mouth and kissed it.  Then he turned around and handed me a box.“What’s this?”

      “It’s your other gift.”

      I ripped off the paper and opened the box.  “You finished the book, and I didn’t get to read it.”  I brushed my hand over the cover. “The Moment She Said Hello.  You changed the title.”

      “Not exactly.  Open it.”

      I opened the cover and flipped to the dedication page.  “‘For my beautiful wife Alexandra, I knew she was the woman I was destined to love the moment she said hello.  All my love always, Moses.’ I thought you were writing a romantic suspense.”

      “I’ve been writing two books.”

      I felt tears gathering in my eyes, but was afraid to look at him.  I brushed my hand across the crisp cream colored page, closed my eyes, hoping the tears would retreat to their hiding space.  I took a deep breath, opened my eyes, and felt a tear trying to escape.  “When did you start writing this?”

      “The day after I met you.”

      I took a deep breath and asked, “Is this about us?”

      “Yes.  Are you mad?”

      “No.  I think I love you more now than I did the day I realized I loved you.”  I held my head up, hoping to catch the tears before they fell.  He reached inside his pocket pulled out his grandfather’s handkerchief, and dabbed the tears before they rolled down my face.

      “There’s more.”

      “More?” I looked inside the box and pulled out a slip of paper hiding under the book and began reading.  “You gave me the book?”

      “And all the rights.  Every and any thing associated with this book, belongs to you.   It’s all yours.  I had Collier transfer everything over to you.”

      “It’s way too much.”

      “No, it isn’t.  It’s just right and not returnable.”  He patted my wet cheek.  “The book will be released next week.  Spencer says it will probably hit all the bestseller lists.”

      “Oh, my God…I can’t…this is incredible.  But it’s way too extravagant.  Are you sure about this?  It’s a lot of money.”

      “Honey it’s a lot of paper, and it’s all yours to do whatever you want.”

      I put the book down and fell into his arms.  “I love you, Moses Bernard Adair.”

      “I love you, Alexandra Simone Miller Adair.”

      

      The End
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            Chapter Fifty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        NO. 1

      

      

      I have been given the opportunity to love you.  Yet, there are days when I wonder if I am worthy of such a magnanimous privilege.

      Loving you is not a job for the faint of heart, and I often find myself wondering if I am doing a good job.

      Only when I look into your eyes, do I find the answer that I seek...yes, I am doing what I was commissioned to do.  Love you for eternity.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        NO. 2

      

        

      
        If I could love you more, I would.

        If I could love you less, I wouldn’t.

        If you let me, I will love you...

        for life

        forever

        for always

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        NO. 3

      

        

      
        I close my eyes and see your beautiful image dancing in my mind

        I fall asleep and you are there at the center of my dreams

        The thought of you in my life is a sweet possibility and the sweetest dream I will ever have

        I sleep better knowing you are the star of my life and my dreams

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        NO. 4

      

      

      If I could sum up forever in minutes, I couldn’t...I wouldn’t.

      Being with you can not be measured by time. It can only be measured by the depth of my feelings.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        NO. 5

      

      

      
        
        See Me

        Adore Me

        Please Me

        Touch Me

        Embrace Me

        Shield Me

        Trust Me

        Cherish Me

        Satisfy Me

        Feel Me

        Hold Me

        Taste Me

        Kiss Me

        Love Me

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        NO. 6

      

        

      
        If you let me kiss you,

        promise not to steal my heart?

      

      

      
        
        If I let you kiss me,

        I promise to give you my heart.

      

      

      

      
        
        If we kiss each other,

        I promise it will be the first of many more kisses.

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        NO. 7

      

      

      
        
        I can’t count how much I love you, because there is no word to describe that number.

      

      

      
        
        There is no symbol to sum up the value and depth of my love for you.

        All I can give you is my word, that I love you more than you will ever know.

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        NO. 8

      

        

      
        I will never promise something I can’t do.

        I will never promise to be something I know I can’t.

        I will never promise to give you less than you deserve.

        I will never promise to not let you down, when I know there’s a chance I might.

        I will never promise to remember what you were wearing the day we met, but I promise to always remember the first time you smiled at me.

        I will never promise to only be what you expect, but strive to be more than you imagined.

        I will never promise to make you happy, because I can’t, only you can do that.

        I will promise to love you like no one else, if you promise to

        let  me.

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixty

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        NO. 9

      

      

      
        
        Passion is a choice

        Love is a command

        Relationship is a privilege

        A Passionate Love Relationship is a choice you make because you desire to love someone as much as you love yourself.

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        NO. 10

      

      

      
        
        I wish I had words like King Solomon when he was describing the beauty of his beloved.

      

        

      
        I wish I had the poetic gift of King David and could write a sonnet describing how amazing you are to me.

      

        

      
        I wish I had the artistic talent of  Michelangelo to create a work of art to accurately convey how beautiful I think you are.

      

        

      
        I wish I  had the musical genius of Mozart to compose a song to represent the way I felt when you entered my life .

      

        

      
        I wish I had the words

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        NO. 11

      

      

      
        
        Love is a choice

        Love is a decision

        Love is a commitment

        Love is pure

        Love is unconditional

        Love is a privilege

        Love is patient

        Love is comforting

        Love is simple

        Love is what we choose to do, give, share

        Love is what I chose to do when I saw you

        Love is...you

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        NO. 12

      

        

      
        How do I love you?

        Like no one else.

        How should I love you?

        Like no one else.

        How will I  love you?

        Like no one else.

        How can I love you?

        Like no one else.

        How long will I love you?

        Forever.

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        NO. 13

      

      

      
        
        If time ceased the very day I met you,

        it would still feel as thought I’d lived a thousand lifetimes

        because I had a few moments with you.

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        NO. 14

      

        

      
        I am not easily aroused, however,

        When the tips of your fingers graze my skin, igniting visions of what could be, I am

      

        

      
        I am not easily aroused, however,

        When I feel the warm air of your breath enter my ear followed by your passionate request, I am

      

        

      
        I am not easily aroused, however,

        When I see the deep sway of your back moving to the rhythm only you can hear, I am

      

        

      
        I am not easily aroused, however,

        When you walk past me leaving a trail of your intoxicating scent, I am

      

        

      
        I am not easily aroused, however

        When you smile, I am

      

        

      
        When I am with you, I am easily aroused

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        NO. 15

      

        

      
        Tell me what I need to do,

        to make you smile.

      

        

      
        Tell me what I need to do,

        to make you happy.

      

        

      
        Tell me what I need to do,

        to please you.

      

        

      
        Tell me what I need to do,

        to satisfy you.

      

        

      
        Tell me what I need to do,

        to make you love me.

      

        

      
        Tell me what I need to do,

        to keep you in my life...forever.

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        NO. 16

      

        

      
        I thought I heard you call my name, but it was the wind whispering in my ear, reminding me, I was alone.

      

        

      
        I thought I saw your smiling face, but it was the sun shining in my eyes, reminding me, I was alone.

      

        

      
        I thought I smelled your parfum, but it was the remnants of the bottle I shattered when I  broke your heart, reminding me, I was alone.

      

        

      
        I thought when I went to sleep and woke up the next morning, you’d be there.  Instead, when I awoke your side was empty, reminding me, I am alone.

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        NO. 17

      

      

      
        
        Those without vision, have no direction.

        Those without direction, have no plan.

        Those without a plan, have no hope.

        Those without hope, have no future.

        Those without a future, have no love.

        Those without love, have no life.

        I hope the vision I planned for my future would direct me to loving you for the rest of my life.

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        NO. 18

      

        

      
        One Moment

        One Chance

        One Opportunity

        One Feeling

        One Sound

        One Look

        One Touch

        One You

        One Me

        One Us

        One Kiss

        One Love

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventy

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        NO. 19

      

      

      
        
        A smile will last as long as the person sharing it

        A thought will last as long as the person experiencing it

        A glance will last as long as the person is visible

        A dream will last as long as the person is sleeping

        A glimpse will last as long as the next blink of an eye

        A  feeling will last as long as the person embraces it

        A  wish will last until it transforms into something more

        A vision will last until every piece is fulfilled

        You will last in my memory until I am no more

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventy-One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        NO. 20

      

        

      
        You are my desire

        You are my fantasy

        You are my dream

        You are my peace

        You are my calm

        You are my joy

        You are my inspiration

        You are my air

        You are my sunshine

        You are my moonlight

        You are why I want to be more than I am

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventy-Two
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        Beauty fades

        Feelings grow

        Time moves on

        Change is inevitable

        but my love for you

        will only get stronger

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventy-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        NO. 22

      

        

      
        I can count on

        Spring being filled with cool rain and beautiful flowers.

      

        

      
        I can count on

        Summer being filled with warm sunshine and the sounds of children playing.

      

        

      
        I can count on

        Fall being filled with colors and scents man will never be able to accurately duplicate.

      

        

      
        I can count on

        Winter being filled with cold air, love and memories.

      

        

      
        I can count on

        you filling my life with your love, every season.

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventy-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        NO. 23

      

        

      
        I crave you

        I desire you

        I need you

        I want you

        I choose you

        I ache for you

        I yearn for you

        I thirst for you

        I lust for you

        I love you

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventy-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        NO. 24

      

      

      

      If this is the end of us, please let me spend one last night wrapped in your arms basking in the memories of what we were and not how we ended.  I want to remember the sweet taste of your skin as I held you tight and memorized the sound of your heart beating as you slowly drifted off to sleep after giving yourself to me.  I only want to remember the sweet bliss we shared and not the harsh words of goodbye.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventy-Six
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        Should have…

        Would have...

        Could have...

        never loved you more.

      

      

      

      
        
        No. 26

        Tell me what you want

        Tell me what you desire

        Tell me what you need

        Tell me what you like

        Tell me what you crave

        Tell me your secret

        Tell me I’m the only one

        Tell me you belong to me

        Tell me you love me

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventy-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        N0.  26

      

        

      
        Tell me what you want

        Tell me what you desire

        Tell me what you need

        Tell me what you like

        Tell me what you crave

        Tell me your secret

        Tell me I’m the only one

        Tell me you belong to me

        Tell me you love me

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventy-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        NO. 27

      

        

      
        Love can’t be forced

        Love can’t be coerced

        Love can’t be directed

        Love can’t be manipulated

        Love can’t be controlled

        Love can’t be forsaken

        Love can’t be instructed

        Love can’t be dominated

        Love can’t be what you want it to be,

        Love just is

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventy-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        NO. 28

      

        

      
        The real me,

        isn’t the face and body I see when I see me.

        The real me,

        is the me that loves you unconditionally,

        The real me,

        longs to be in your presence constantly

        The real me,

        knows you are that piece I’ve been longing for

        The real me,

        isn’t the me I see, but it’s the me I hope you see

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighty

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        NO. 29

      

        

      
        I can’t shake this feeling that we’re not finished.

      

        

      
        If we were finished,

        I wouldn’t see your face in my dreams

      

        

      
        If we were finished,

        Every person wouldn’t sound like you

      

        

      
        If we were finished,

        I wouldn’t smell you every where I go

      

        

      
        If we were finished,

        Your taste wouldn’t be on my tongue

      

        

      
        If we were finished,

        I wouldn’t remember how your lips feel pressed against mine

      

        

      
        If we were finished,

        You wouldn’t care how much I love you

      

        

      
        If we were finished,

        The pain of you not being here wouldn’t hurt this much

      

        

      
        If we were finished,

        I could walk away and never look back

      

        

      
        But we’re not finished

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        NO. 30

      

        

      
        I will never,

        love anyone else the way I love you

        I will never,

        desire anyone else, the way I desire you

        I will never,

        crave anyone else, the way I crave you

        I will never,

        give myself to anyone else, the way I gave myself to you

        I will never,

        allow anyone to know me as intimately as I allowed you

        I will never

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        NO. 31

      

        

      
        I wish I could explain,

        how I fell in love

      

        

      
        I wish I knew,

        how I fell in love

      

        

      
        I wonder,

        how I fell in love

      

        

      
        I don’t know,

        how I fell in love

      

        

      
        I think I figured out,

        how I fell in love

      

        

      
        I don’t want to know,

        how I could live without your love

      

        

      
        Love isn’t a one note emotion...

        it’s a symphony with a sweet melody
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      Thank you for reading LOVING HER! I hope you enjoyed spending a time with Alex and her friends.  This is a series filled with twists and turns.

      If you’re still jonesing for more sweet and sexy romance, check out A SOUTHERN GENTLEMAN.

      Alabama native Jeremiah went to New York on business and found love.  However, a vow he made prior to arriving is affecting his chance at love.
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      "A woman walks into a crowded bar and meets a nice southern gentleman."  That sounds like the beginning of a bad joke.  Or is it the beginning of a fun love story?

      On the surface, Avery Marshall and Jeremiah Logan, have nothing in common.  He's from Alabama and she's a native New Yorker.  He loves steak and potatoes and she's trying to loose ten pounds.  But there's one thing they discover, they both like truffle fries and have meddling mothers.

      Read A SOUTHERN GENTLEMAN now!

      SIGN UP FOR MY NEWSLETTER to find out when new books release!

      www.readtracyreed.com

      Join my Facebook group, Tracy’s Reeders for exclusive giveaways and sneak peeks of future books.  And you can read the beginning of Desperate Desire next…
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      Avery walked into the River Grill and knew as she approached the hostess station it was pointless to ask if any of her party were here.  Since she and her girlfriends started having these catch up dinners, they’d played with a variety of times to accommodate her friends’ schedule, they were always late.  Secretly she hoped just once one of them would surprise her and be on time, or even beat her, getting to the restaurant.

      "I'm here for the Marshall party,” she said to the hostess.

      The hostess scanned her iPad, and then cast her eyes back at Avery with a sympathetic smile.  "I'm sorry, but you seem to be the first one here."

      "Of course I am," Avery said under her breath.

      "Excuse me?"

      “Nothing."

      "Unfortunately, our policy is not to seat you until at least half of your party are present."

      "I understand."

      "You are more than welcome to have a seat in..."

      "The bar."  Avery said sarcastically under her breath.

      "Excuse me?"

      "I'll just wait in the bar.  Thank you.” Avery smiled.

      "I'll let the rest of your party know where to find you.” The hostess smiled.

      "Thank you."

      Avery turned around on her very expensive heels and headed to the bar.  She stopped at the bar entrance, looked around and exhaled.  She hated sitting in a bar alone.  She told herself that any woman sitting in the bar of a luxury hotel full of men at this time of day was probably a hooker, looking to score a wealthy John for the evening, or possibly as a steady gig.  She suspected most of the men at the bar thought she was either a new call girl or an old one hoping to catch her last big John.

      Avery looked around the bar and categorized all the men she saw. There were the young guns, looking like they should be ordering milk instead of martinis or scotch.  Then there were the ones that thought they were good looking and too good for her. That was fine by her.  Her last boyfriend was in the latter class…a pretentious player who believed his overly hyped, professionally written biography.  And then there were the silver foxes.  Loaded with money and little blue pills, searching for a sweet young, thin thing looking for a sugar daddy…or a very discrete call girl.  And she was neither.

      Avery stood up straight, careened her neck around the line of suits, and spotted an empty seat at the other end of the bar.  She took a deep breath and walked towards the empty seat.  As she headed towards the bar stool, she began to regret her fashion selection for the evening.  She had treated herself to a new dress.  A beautiful royal blue Zac Posen fitted cocktail dress, with a deep scoop neckline.  She was confident in her decision to buy it. However, if she’d known the only available bar seat meant she had to walk the gauntlet of men to get to it, she would have worn basic black, so she could blend into the crowd.

      She exhaled and cursed her girlfriends for putting her through this.  She held her head high and started towards the only seat with a partial view of the hostess station.  As she walked, her feet began to voice their dislike for the distance she was forcing them to go in five inch Christian Louboutin So Kate heels. The leopard print satin stiletto pumps were beautiful, but definitely not designed to go distance.  Not that the distance from the hostess station to the last available seat was that far.  But right now to her feet, it felt like she was asking them to run a half marathon in stilettos.

      Horrified she might fall, she focused all her attention on walking a straight line.  Unfortunately for Avery, that meant not concentrating on her hips.  Her mother constantly told her it wasn’t appropriate for a woman of her size to sway her hips.  It’s not like she should be working as the fat lady for the circus.  She was only a size eight on her slim days, and a ten on most others.  But she was very curvy.  And when she wore heels, she seemed to bring more attention to her voluptuous figure.  Avery wasn’t ashamed of her body, but she wasn’t quite comfortable with it either.  Thanks in part to her mother constantly comparing her to her cousins who were all thin…and married.

      Avery figured if she concentrated on the bar stool it would prevent her from toppling over in her heels.  Wiggling hips be damned, she was determined to get that seat.

      She looked up and noticed a well-dressed gentleman enter the bar from the hotel entrance.  He was headed towards her seat. “Crap. If it wouldn't slow me down, I’d take these heels off and run over and plop my butt on that empty stool.”

      She tried walking a little faster, keeping her eyes focused on the gentleman she was sure was headed towards the last empty stool.  Suddenly he stopped mid stride, reached into his jacket pocket, pulled out his phone, and started talking.  She sighed and continued on her destination.

      She didn’t dare slow down in case there was another unseen contender for her seat.  She turned the corner of the bar and focused on the stool.  When she made it to the stool, she felt victorious.  Not only had she managed not to fall down, she’d won the seat.  She turned the back of the stool around and “What the Crap!”  There was a coat on the seat of the stool.  She looked around and there wasn’t another empty seat at the bar.  Her shoes were definitely not meant for distance walking, and her feet were killing her.

      Suddenly, a large, dark chocolate hand, with a beautiful gold Phillippe Patek watch, removed the tan trench coat.

      “I was saving you a seat,” announced the very handsome gentleman sitting on the stool next to her seat of choice.

      “Excuse me?”

      “I said, I saved you a seat.”  He stood up, and Avery’s eyes scanned the length of him.  He was very tall and handsome.  He pulled the stool out a little, and helped her up onto it.

      “Thank you.”  She was shocked and surprised one of these men would do something so chivalrous for a woman who was not a model or a thin beauty like most of the other women in the bar.

      She got comfortable on the stool and exhaled.  When she sat on seats with cushions smaller than her behind, she was convinced God had a great sense of humor.  Her behind barely fit the small but comfortable seat.  She crossed her legs and noticed her seat saver looking her up and down.  She tried not to fidget as she put her black and gold Chanel clutch on her lap, sat up straight, and sighed.

      She knew she couldn’t sit at the bar without ordering.  Another reason she didn’t like waiting at the bar.  She was trying to lose ten pounds at her mother’s insistence.  Her mother was convinced those ten pounds and curvy hips, were the reason Avery’s last boyfriend broke up with her.  Avery felt their break had more to do with his roaming eye and social climbing.

      Now that she was seated, she had no choice.  She had to order something, or give up her seat and stand by the hostess station to wait for her girlfriends in shoes that hurt her feet.  Now she understood why the salesman told her to size up.  “Tomorrow, I’m taking these back and sizing up.”

      “There’s nothing lonelier than sitting in a bar alone,” said the deep voice next to her.

      She really didn’t want to talk to him, but felt obligated since he had saved her a seat.  “I know what you mean.”  She raised her hand, to flag the bartender.

      “It took me a little while to get his attention, but then I’m a guy, and he’ll probably jump at a chance to wait on the most beautiful woman in here.”

      She smiled and shook her head.  Is this guy for real?  “Your sentiment is nice, however…”

      “It’s not a line, pretty lady.”

      When he said pretty lady, it hit her.  There was something very distinctive about his voice.

      “I’m sorry, what did you say?”  She locked eyes with him, hoping it would help her focus on his voice.

      “I said, I wasn’t giving you a line.”

      “That’s not what you said.  You said lady something.”

      “Pretty lady.”

      “Yes.  That accent…where are you from?”

      “Birmingham, Alabama.”  He turned to face her and extended his hand.  “Let me introduce myself.  I’m Jeremiah Augustus Logan and you, Pretty Lady, are…”

      She smiled and shook his hand, and felt a flush of heat come over her.  “That’s a lot of name,” she replied as she tried to compose herself.

      “Where I come from, that’s barely enough name.”

      When he aimed his eyes at her and smiled, Avery almost fell off her stool.  It felt like she had just witnessed the birth of the sun.  His smile was bright, warm, and friendly.  And his beautiful dark eyes sparkled like black diamonds.  She wasn’t a fan of men with facial hair, but the close cut beard and mustache suited this handsome stranger.

      “It’s a nice name.” She let go of his hand.

      “Thank you, pretty lady.  And what’s yours?”

      “I’m sorry.  It’s Avery.  Avery Marshall.”  She didn’t know why, but she felt compelled to tell him her last name.

      “That’s a beautiful name for a beautiful lady.”

      She’d heard that line before, but never with such sincerity.  “So, Jeremiah…”

      “Pretty lady, if it would make you more comfortable, call me Jay.”

      Her smile had returned.  “I like your name.  It’s sort of regal.”  She couldn’t believe she was flirting, and doing a pretty good job of it so far.

      He stood up straighter and brushed his jacket.  “I never had anyone say I was regal.  My mom would be proud to know all those charm lessons were worth it.”  They laughed.  “Your laugh is infectious.”

      Avery rubbed her neck.  “Uhm…I see you were wrong.”

      “About what?”

      “The bartender.  Seems he’s ignoring me as well.”

      “He has no taste when it comes to women.  What would you like to drink?”

      “A glass of their house merlot would be fine.  Thank you.”

      “Save my seat.”  He winked and walked around the bar to the end where the bartender was talking with two pretty and thin brunettes.  Jeremiah slipped in between the two women and smiled.  “Excuse me, ladies.  Sir,” the bartender turned around, “the beautiful lady at the end of the bar and I would like two glasses of your house merlot, thank you.”

      “Coming right up,” the bartender replied.

      Jeremiah stepped back and started to walk away.

      “You should stay here with us,” one of the women said to Jeremiah.

      He smiled. “Thank you, but that beautiful lady at the end of the bar is waiting on me.  Have a good evening, and the next round is on me.”

      He walked back towards Avery and she carefully examined him.  He seemed even taller as he walked towards her.  She liked the way he filled out his jacket.  She wasn’t a fan of double breasted suits on large, muscular men, but on Jeremiah, it looked good.  She also noticed he had strong defined thigh muscles by the way the fine, lightweight wool grazed his legs as he walked.  She also wasn’t big on muscular men, probably because those were the ones who thought she was fat.  She couldn’t help but notice the way his jacket hugged his tight behind when he had walked around the bar a few minutes ago.  He carried himself very well for a man of his size.

      By the comment Jeremiah made earlier, he was attracted to her as well.  It was that, or he was drunk, or possibly had a vision problem, or maybe that was just his southern charm.

      “Do I meet with your approval?” he asked.

      “Excuse me?”

      “I saw you checking me out.  So do I pass?”  He spun around and stopped in front of her and smiled.

      “Confidence isn’t an issue for you, is it?” She smiled.

      “Nope.”  He sat on his stool.  “Besides, I’m talking to the sexiest woman in the joint.”

      The bartender placed both glasses of wine in front of them.  “Will there be anything else?” the bartender asked.

      “I’ve been hearing a lot about truffle fries.  Do you have those?” Jeremiah asked, his southern accent singing every syllable.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “We’ll have an order of truffle fries and the short rib sliders with a little extra barbecue sauce.  Unless you want something else?” He looked at Avery.

      “No, what you’ve selected will be fine.”

      “That will be all, thank you.”

      Avery lifted her glass to her lips and took a sip.  “This is good.”

      He sipped his wine.  I agree.  So Miss Avery, why are you sitting in a bar alone?”

      She placed her glass on the counter.  “I’m meeting friends for dinner, and they can’t seem to be on time.”

      He nodded.  “Their tardiness is my blessing.”

      She smiled.  “I like that.”  She sipped some more wine.  “What about you?  Why are you alone in a bar?”

      “I didn’t feel like sitting alone in my room.”  He sipped some more wine and Avery watched his lips.  “If your friends hadn’t been late, I wouldn’t be here talking to you.  I’d probably be playing black jack or solitaire on my phone.”

      “Somehow I think you would have found another woman to talk to.”  She sipped more wine.

      “I have been in town for two weeks and…”

      “Two weeks?  Business or pleasure?”

      “Now that I’ve met you, it’s both.” He smiled.

      “Uh-huh, what’s your business reason?”

      “I’m doing research on a project I’m considering.”

      “Sounds mysterious.” She smiled.

      “You have a beautiful smile.”

      She was beginning to feel a little self-conscious by his compliments.  “Thank you.”

      “What about you?” he asked.

      “What about me?”

      “Are these girlfriends you’re meeting?  Or am I going to have to give up my stool to some dude like me with good taste in women?” He smiled.

      She laughed.  “Your seat, I mean, your stool is safe.”  Avery was having a good time flirting with Jeremiah.

      The bartender walked over and placed their snacks in front of them.  “Will there be anything else, sir?”

      Jeremiah looked at Avery.  “Are we missing anything Miss Avery?”

      “No.”

      “That will be all.  Thank you.”

      “Sure.”  The bartender replied and left.

      Jeremiah reached for Avery’s hand, and the rough texture stunned her, but not as much as his bowing his head and saying grace.  She felt a jolt in her core.  How was it possible she met a nice, southern Christian guy in a Manhattan bar?  Those words sounded like the beginning of a bad joke.

      “Amen.”  He picked up a slider, and aimed it at her mouth.  “Okay, ladies first.”

      She hesitated to open her mouth, but acquiesced.  He placed the slider inside and she bit down taking half into her mouth.  His large finger grazed her bottom lip sending a heat charge through her body.  She covered her mouth with her napkin and chewed.  Jeremiah popped the other half of the slider into his mouth and patted his mouth with his napkin.

      “That’s good,” she replied.

      “Oh man, that’s almost as good as my granddad’s prize winning ribs.”  He popped a couple of fries into his mouth and bobbed his head from side to side.  “Worth the hype.”

      She popped a couple of fries into her mouth, closed her eyes and hummed.  “These are my favorite.”

      “Dangerous.” He hummed

      “Excuse me?”

      “Eating with you is dangerous for me.”

      Avery’s brow furrowed.  “Exc—”

      He quickly covered her wrist.  “No, pretty lady, that’s a compliment.  For the past couple of weeks, I’ve been at meals with women who seem to be afraid to eat, let alone enjoy their food. Watching you enjoy your food means you appreciate the talent involved in creating good food.  Not to mention, you have incredibly sexy lips.”

      Her eyes got wide, because she was thinking the same thing about his mouth.  “Uhm…I’ve…”

      He looked her up and down, leaned in close and his cologne encircled her making her feel a little light headed.  “When you walked in here I couldn’t take my eyes off of you.  I couldn’t believe that not one of these men was waiting for you.  The way you moved was mesmerizing.  And those hips, girl, you are this southern gentleman’s fantasy come to life.”

      Avery found it hard to breathe.  No man had ever said the things to her that Jeremiah had said in the short time they had been talking.  His words were powerful and effecting her in a way she had never experienced.  She felt flushed all over and very excited.  Then he gently brushed her forearm, and she almost climbed out of her skin.  Her body started to tremble and she knew standing up wasn’t an option.

      She reached for her glass, but her hand was shaking too badly.  She quickly put her hand back on top of her clutch and tried to calm down.  Jeremiah inched closer and now she was really having a problem.  He gently brushed her forearm again and her breath caught.  “I should probably…”

      “Have dinner with me tomorrow?” he whispered.

      She swallowed hard and fixed her mouth to answer.  Chirp…Chirp…Chirp…  She picked up her phone and looked at the screen.  “Seems my friends are here.”  She smiled.  “I…uhm…it…”

      He stood up, turned the stool, extended his hand to her and helped her climb down onto the floor.  She adjusted her dress and his eyes followed every move she made.  She turned to face him and he was wearing a huge smile.  Instead of feeling self-conscious, she felt a little sassy.

      “You didn’t answer my question.”

      Her phone started chirping again and she pressed the Answer Call button.  “I’m coming.  Bye.”  She pressed the button ending the call and looked at Jeremiah.  “Jeremiah, this has been nice.  Enjoy your stay in the city.”

      “Oh darlin’, I can’t believe you’re leaving me like this.”  He smiled.

      She thought to herself, neither can I.  And she walked away.
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      Avery sat at the table listening to her girlfriends go on and on about their husbands and children.  This was becoming common at these dinners.  Seeing she had neither, she had very little to contribute to the conversation, and realized she was bored.  She started to think back to her conversation with Jeremiah and was chastising herself for not saying yes to his dinner invitation.  She tried to look in the bar, but their table was across the room and her view to the bar was obstructed.

      After dessert, she flagged the server.  The sooner she got out of here the better.  She’d had her fill of the one-sided girl talk and was in need of fresh air.  But first, she’d stroll by the bar and see if Jeremiah might still be there.

      The server handed Avery the black leather envelope.  “I’ll take care of that when you’re ready Miss.”

      “Thank you.”  She opened the envelope and tried to hide her smile.  She lifted the leather folder up and read the slip of paper.

      
        
        “I know you wanted to say yes to my invitation.  I’ll meet you tomorrow at seven at the end of the bar in our seats.  Dinner with your friends is on me.  It’s my way of saying thank you.  If they hadn’t been late, I wouldn’t have met you.  If you agree to dinner, write your number on the receipt and take my card.  Jeremiah.”

        

      

      “Is there a problem with the check Avery?” Erika asked.

      “Apart from you three drinking most of the wine, no,” she teased.  She wrote her number on the receipt, took Jeremiah’s card and handed the leather envelope back to the server.  “Thank you, everything was excellent.”

      “Hope to see you again,” the server smiled.

      “I’m sure you will,” Avery replied.
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