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Chapter 1
IT WAS THE WEDDING of the decade, and yours truly was the maid of honor.  Relatives from across the country, old money, new money, political diplomats, many of the state's top one percent, and the local press were all in attendance to see two of the wealthiest and most powerful families join under holy matrimony. Over the last six months, Amy, my best friend of twelve years, had countless meltdowns, temper tantrums, and arguments with everyone who had the pleasure of crossing her path. She was the Queen B of Bridezillas, taking the crown fair and square. So why didn't I grab her by the shoulders and shake her until she got some act right, like my cousin Fatima would say? Two reasons. Number one. Her terror always seemed to bypass me. And number two. I pitied my bestie. I was one of the few, and I mean very few, who knew that this wedding was a total and complete sham. 
"Novalee, you are a godsend," Amy said to me, as I handed her a flute of Cristal.
"Easy on the champagne," Mrs. Manchester warned from her corner of the suite, surrounded by her team of stylists.
As Amy and I tossed back our champagne flutes, I reflected on our friendship, our sisterhood. Amelia Manchester and I meet at Manchester Preparatory Academy, an exclusive and elite all-girls school, ranging from seventh to twelfth grade. At the age of twelve, I relocated to The Woodlands, Texas, to live with my father, Norris, and my stepmother, Helena. Before that, I lived in the Bay Area, with my biological mother, Keisha. Under Keisha's roof, I experienced verbal, physical, and sexual abuse. Deep purple and blue bruises marred my fair skin and were eventually discovered by my gym teacher. This led to a series of events that would forever change the course of my life.
Keisha was arrested and plead not guilty to child abuse charges. Her public defender argued that Keisha merely spanked me, from time to time, whenever necessary. Though in reality, her definition of discipline consisted of punches to the stomach and back, repeated slaps to the face, and a broken arm on one occasion. Due to my testimony and photographs of my bruises, she was subsequentially sentenced to two years in state prison.
I met Amy one week after moving to The Woodlands. The vice-principal, Penelope Grayson, volunteered Amy to give me a tour of the enormous school grounds. Still raw with emotion over the things that transpired in California, I wasn't a big talker and attentively listened as Amy blabbed on and on about Manchester Prep. Her grandparents had established Manchester Prep in 1979, and it was one of the top schools in the county.
Amy was very popular, even for a sixth grader. As we strolled the halls, girls of all ages greeted her. I'm sure her last name helped matters, that and the fact that her mother was the principal. We hit it off instantly, realizing that we shared the same taste in music, our love for Justin Timberlake, don't judge me, and our adoration for all things fashion.
Amy's familial contributions to the Republican party had spanned back five generations. The Manchester family was one of the most significant political donor families in the country. They contributed millions of dollars to numerous congressional and presidential elections. Amy's family legacy and the expectations for her to continue such legacy, was the reason for her upcoming nuptials to Quentin James V. Quentin was the son of the current two-term Republican senator, Quentin James IV. As Amy would tell it, their fathers betrothed she and Quentin over scotch and cigars one year ago.
Their marriage was merely a business deal, the merging of two powerful families to further advance their legacies and empires.  When Mr. Manchester revealed his secret plan to Amy, she vehemently refused it. But Mr. Manchester wasn't used to being on the receiving end of the word no. And when he dangled her multi-million-dollar inheritance over her head, and the end of Quentin's future political career over his, the two became the "it" couple overnight. The plan was simple. Have a storybook wedding. Produce of a bunch of beautiful, blond hair, blue-eyed babies. In due time, become the President and First Lady of the United States of America. Their union would further catapult the Manchester name into our history books. Amy, with her Malibu Barbie good looks, and Quentin, with his Abercrombie model good looks, would become the John and Jackie Kennedy of the Republican Party.
∞∞∞
 
I STOOD IN FRONT of the three-way floor-length mirror in one of the country club suites. Fatima, my cousin and hairstylist for the day, stood behind me, combing my silky locks into submission. She had flat ironed my voluminous mop of curls for this occasion, by the request of Mrs. Manchester. She made her request crystal clear at the rehearsal dinner the previous night.
"Your curls are lovely, dear," Mrs. Manchester said. "Sort of like Carrie Bradshaw from Sex and the City, only a tad bit kinkier. But for this wedding, we are opting for a more…sophisticated look. For the entire bridal party, of course."
Helena had also called me the night before, spouting off similar things. "I know you love your curls. And you have a beautiful texture, thanks to your father." Shade. "But for this event, you're already going to stand out being the only black woman in the entire wedding party. Let's not give them something else to talk about. You better to go with a more toned-down look." I hated myself for caving to the pressure. Begrudgingly, I asked Fatima to straighten my curls and took out my septum nose piercing for Amy's special day.
Fatima was a well-known hairstylist in the Houston area. Her clientele crossed color lines, and her specialty was natural hair and hair weaves. Smoothing down my edges with a bit of edge control, she said, "Do you know how many sew-ins I do every week on girls trying to get hair like this? You should let me style your hair on my next YouTube series."
"I love you, cousin, but you know I don't feel comfortable on social media."
"I know you're a social media hermit." She rolled her eyes. "But I need a hair model with a 3B curl type. You would be perfect. I want my favorite cousin with her banging ass hair on my channel."
"First of all, I'm your only cousin, and flattery will get you nowhere." A slow grin formed on my lips. "It's still a hard no." I'd had enough of my share of unwanted media attention over the last couple of years, which resulted in me canceling all my social media accounts. Fatima's YouTube channel had over five hundred thousand subscribers. She was a local celebrity in the Black Hair community. I wasn't ready to put myself out there again, especially after the humiliation I suffered two years ago, that still haunted me to this day.
Fatima scanned the spacious dressing room. Secluded from the rest of the bridal party, her voice was barely above a whisper.  "You know you're going to be the only black person out there, right? This wedding and this country club are whiter than a Klan Rally in Mississippi."
I snorted in an unexpected chuckle.
"Just sayin'. You're about to have all these good ole white boys shook." She circled me, inspecting her work with a proud expression on her face. "My work here is almost done."
Fatima stood beside me as we studied my appearance in the mirror. "You're the best, Fatima. Seriously."
"I know," she beamed. "And ignore the haters, a.k.a Amy's mean ass mama and my bougie, but lovable, auntie Helena," she murmured. "Mrs. Manchester just wanted your high yella ass to blend in with the rest of em'," she ribbed.
"Ouch," I drawled feigning offense. "We’re not all blessed with an abundance of melanin like you have. No need to throw shade."
Fatima had flawless cinnamon-brown skin. Her skin had a natural glow that even the best bronzer couldn't create. "True, true." She rubbed her baby smooth skin with the palm of her hand before a smirk twitched at the corners of her lips. As she dabbed nude gloss to my lips, she said, "What I would give to have plump lips like yours. People pay good money to have lips like these." She slightly covered her mouth and mumbled, "Including Amy's mama."
"Shameless." I laughed inwardly, shaking my head.
"Girl, I don’t care. You should try it sometime." She winked at me and continued to touch up my makeup. "Well, you look absolutely gorgeous. And if I'm ever crazy enough to get married, you're designing my wedding dress and bridesmaid dresses. I can't believe you made all these dresses. You're missing your calling, girl." I spent the better part of last year, sketching, creating the patterns, and sewing all nine bridesmaids’ dresses.
"Aww, thanks, cousin." 
With her hands on her curvy hips, she gave me a once over. "Now go out there and slay. Maybe find a cute guy to rock your world tonight. Lord knows you need it." 
"Whatever," I dismissed. I wasn't the least bit interested in going home with anyone.
I smoothed my hands down the sides of my gown. I sighed with a bit of chagrin, as I looked down at my very lacking breasts. I was a card-carrying member of the itty-bitty titty club. My cleavage was practically nonexistent, even in my new demi bra.  The pale green chiffon dress hugged my curves. I made my gown a size four but added a couple of extra inches around the hips, to accommodate my shapely figure. At least with what I lacked up top, I made up for with my small waist and ample behind. The crossover halter neckline and pleated waistband gave the dress a very sophisticated, yet youthful look.
Mrs. Manchester strolled over and stood beside me. Fatima excused herself with one last air kiss to my cheek. "Mrs. Manchester," she pointedly said.
"Fa-tee-mah," Mrs. Manchester replied, annunciating the pronunciation of her name with an air of arrogance. 
With a smirk and a casual wave of her black polished manicured hand, Fatima sauntered away.
Mrs. Manchester appraised me through the mirror. "You look absolutely lovely, dear. Your hair is stunning, by the way."
"Thank you, Mrs. Manchester," I said, with a small smile. "You look beautiful, as always."
"Thanks, dear." She smoothed the side of her sleek blond chignon with her hand. "I must say, you've far exceeded your maid of honor responsibilities. And the dresses are positively fabulous." Our eyes met in the mirror, my dark brown to her cornflower blue. "You've been a good friend to Amy." A hint of sincerity and warmth shone in her eyes before it quickly vanished and was replaced by her usual cold stare.
I noticed a slight tremor in her hand as she smoothed the skin under her eyes. She emitted a deep sigh, before turning to the other bridesmaids who were scattered around the room in various stages of dress. "Okay, ladies. It's almost time."
Amy's team of stylists surrounded her, hastily transforming her into a real-life Disney princess. The custom-made gown draped Amy's willowy frame.  Her silky blond hair was whimsically swept up off her face in an elaborate updo.
"Novalee." Amy outstretched her hands to me.
I walked over to her and clasped her hands. "Amy, you look beautiful!" I beamed.  The elephant in the room wedged its way between us. Its imposing weight lay heavy on my chest. An unwelcomed feeling of guilt and things left unsaid clung in the air between us. I thought about our conversation from the night prior.
"Are you sure you want to do this?" We sat by her parents' pool sipping on mai tais.
"Like I have a choice," she gritted out, angry tears welling in her eyes.
I looked around and then lowered my voice, ensuring we had privacy. "You always have a choice. It's your life."
"You don't know my father." A forlorn chuckle escaped from her lips.
"But you said that you guys don't love each other. What kind of life is that?"
"Marrying for love is for fairytales and cheesy romance novels, Novalee. This is real life.  Quentin and I make sense.  I could have avoided a lot of heartache if I'd only come to that conclusion sooner." She gazed off at a distance, tears now spilling from her eyes.
I wasn't naive. I knew that many people didn't marry for love, but rather for the comforts of wealth and the lifestyle that it could afford. And in my short twenty-four years on this earth, I could count on one hand, couples around me who seemed to have loving relationships, my dad and Helena being one of the few.
"I want you to be happy. You've always been optimistic when it comes to love. You once believed in fairytale romances. Like what you had with Wesley. I only want to make sure that you're okay. That you really wanna do this."
The infamous Wesley. The one I'd never had the pleasure of meeting, due to my overbearing, strict father. He kept a pretty tight leash on me, not allowing me to party with my friends during the summer breaks or on the weekends. My social life was lackluster. I spent many nights in front of my sewing machine.
"It's almost time," Amy said in a shaky breath, interrupting my thoughts.
"I'm sorry about last night. I should have never said those things," I blurted out, knowing time was short.
"Give us a minute," Amy said to her team of stylists.
Once we had a bit of privacy, I asked, "You good?" I searched her eyes. "If you're good, then let's go get you married to Quentin. You’ll be the envy of every woman out there, including your bridesmaids." I nervously chuckled, desperate to lighten the mood. "But if you're not," I lowered my voice, "we can blow this joint." I tried and failed to mask the seriousness in my tone.
Amy smiled faintly and shook her head. "I'm okay."
I gave her my signature megawatt smile. "Let's go make an honest woman out of you," I quipped.
A delicate smile curved on her lips. "Let's do this."
"And make it quick, will you? My feet are killing me." I exaggeratedly shifted from one Manolo Blahnik to the other.
"We're ready. Places everyone!" Sun Yu, the wedding planner, clapped her hands loudly, garnering everyone's attention. Everyone studiously lined up. Her sleek shiny bob swayed from side to side, as she scanned the lineup and spoke into her headset.
Mrs. Manchester met up with Amy, who stood at the back of the line. With a silk handkerchief, she dabbed a tear that formed at the corner of Amy's eye. "There, there, Amelia," she cooed. "This will be the happiest day of your life. Quentin is quite the catch." She gently teased Amy's hair. "Hold your head up high and smile for the cameras. There are a lot of important people out there."
I stood in front of Amy, holding the flower girl's hand. I turned to give Amy one last wink, before exiting the room with her four-year-old cousin, Lindsey. I headed down the hall towards the wedding processional.
∞∞∞
 
 THE QUARTET OF violinists played J. Pachelbel’s Canon in D, I sauntered out onto the vast grounds of the posh country club. We were surrounded by green manicured lawns, weeping willow trees, man-made lakes, and putting green off in the distance. Guests sat in white folding chairs, which were draped in ivory linens. The scenery was breathtaking, as was the weather, at a pleasant seventy-two degrees.
I subtly surveyed the crowd as I glided down the aisle, taking in all the smiles - some genuine, some fake. I looked ahead toward my destination. The sun momentarily blinded me, obscuring my view of the sixteen-member wedding party. Once my view was unobstructed by the sun’s glare, I focused on all the familiar faces who stood in front of a towering wall of ivory and pale green flowers. Quentin’s little brother, Victor, who served as best man, rubbed his smooth chin as he surveyed me. A faint groan escaped his lips, which landed him a subtle elbow to the ribs from Quentin. I heard stifled laughs from a few guests, which made my face heat from embarrassment.
Continuing my stride with my head held high, my eyes involuntarily landed and locked in on the formidable man standing next to Victor. The infamous Conner Brathwaite. My breath caught in my chest, and my pulse quickened. Conner was the most striking and attractive man that I’d ever laid eyes on. He’d recently moved back home from New York and was one of Quentin’s closest friends. Rumors about the epic bachelor party he threw for Quentin last night was the talk of the entire wedding party.  It was evident that some of the groomsmen were still nursing hangovers.
Amy's bridesmaids filled me in on all things Conner during our Spa day last weekend. His family was practically royalty; their surname was imprinted on hotels across the country. Conner was a notorious bachelor and a mysterious bad boy. Word had it, he loved his women and his bourbon, a little too often. These two vices were often overlooked and excused.  His family's connections, their excessive wealth, and his unique ability in securing unobtainable business deals left him untouched. He was one of the most successful moguls of his generation. His keen business sense was revered and feared, at the same time.
Conner came from old money, was arrogant and condescending, and had a sexual appetite for hot blonds. A few of Amy’s bridesmaids went to high school with him, and one even went to college with him. They all confirmed that although his women never overlapped, he disposed of them regularly, seemingly getting bored rather quickly. To sum it up, he seemed like a real douche, and I wondered why any woman would put up with his antics. Maggie, Amy’s cousin, had shown me a picture of Conner on her phone, as we lay down on our massage tables. In the photo, he appeared to be at a black-tie event with a curvy Victoria Secret model on his arm. He was totally hot, totally sexy, but still, totally not my type. I would be a fool to fall for another rich, arrogant prick who had women fawning all over him. Been there, done that. Bought the damn T-Shirt. And when it was over, I burned it.
As the last notes were strung on the violins, I neared the front of the aisle. Surprisingly, Conner’s eyes were locked in on me with laser focus. His head was slightly cocked to the side, as his eyes roamed my body. Under his stare, an unwelcomed tightness formed in my belly. It was tragic, the effect this man had on me with only a stare. A slight scowl was etched on his face, which made him even hotter somehow. He had a condescending air about him that screamed I’m an asshole. His body posture oozed confidence and screamed alpha. His pale green eyes were eerily bright, almost glowing, and were striking against his tan skin. It should be against the law to possess the amount of masculine, rugged beauty that Conner had.  I could only imagine the number of broken hearts he had collected over the years. Probably enough to build a shrine taller than an Egyptian pyramid.
My steps faltered a bit under his stare. Dammit. I regained my composure quickly, flipping my long jet-black tresses behind my shoulder with the sway and arch of my neck. I maintained my stride, sashaying to the front of the line. Conner arched a dark eyebrow at me, as if he knew the effect he had on me. His facial expression remained indiscernible. This man was trouble, with a capital T. I felt it in my bones.
"He totally just eye fucked you," Maggie whispered, hiding her mouth with her bouquet. I cleared my throat, focusing my eyes straight ahead. I didn’t look at Conner again during the ceremony and stayed away from him during the reception. I didn’t need that kind of trouble in my life.
∞∞∞
 
AMY’S WEDDING RECEPTION WAS outdoors, under a forty-foot clear-top tent, with ivory linens draping the sides, creating a fanciful aura. Dark vinyl plank flooring was installed over the lawn, and opulent chandeliers hung above. The head table was near the front of the structure. Round tables surrounded the outer portion of the tent. Everything was draped in ivory, with enough flowers to fill the balcony of the Orpheum Theater. The dance floor was in the center. The wedding band sang all the top pop and contemporary country hits. I swayed my hips and swung my hair to the music, laughing and dancing the night away.
My dance card was full, and I shimmied on the dance floor until my toes started to numb. After retiring my dance card, I sipped on a flute of Dom Perignon as I mingled with those in the crowd. I made sure to maintain a comfortable distance between Conner and me. This was for my own sanity and dignity. Not because I was under any illusion that he would pursue me. I wasn’t his type. He also didn’t strike me as the type who had to work for it. And I was not the type to chase it.
Women, young and old, vied for his attention throughout the evening. He looked almost bored, as women stuck out their breasts, playfully rubbed his arms or chest, or stood with their husbands and significant others, while they ogled him. 
A mural of orange, deep reds and purples painted the sky, as the sun began to set. The sounds of catcalls and popping of champagne corks dispersed throughout the crowd, as Amy and Quentin waved their goodbyes. I held my champagne glass up toward Amy in a mock toast. She blew me a kiss before she and Quentin ran to the white town car that awaited them. As the car drove away, fireworks ignited, shooting up from the ground, along the borders of the road. Cameras flashed. Wedding guests cheered.  The guests soon started to disperse, either towards the valet or back inside the tent. I headed towards the tent to say a few goodbyes.
Before exiting the premises, I spotted Conner standing off near the bar. I was unable to look away. He sipped on what looked like bourbon, engrossed in a conversation with Quentin's father and two more gentlemen. He hadn’t noticed me, so I stared unabashedly at him. That’s a helluva man, I thought to myself.  Conner was tall, probably around 6’3. Check. Based on how the slim fit black tuxedo encased his frame, his lean body was ripped with muscles. Check. Check. Check.  His hair was dark brown, almost black. His haircut probably cost more than my entire outfit. His thick hair was a couple of inches long on top and tapered short around the sides and back. His tousled hair was slightly unruly, giving his otherwise well-groomed and clean-cut appearance an edge.  A slight five o’clock shadow framed his angular face. His sinfully sexy eyes were framed with thick dark eyebrows and long lashes. He had a straight nose and nice lips. Look away, Novalee. Look. Away. 
Conner must have felt my stalker stare because he looked up and our eyes met. The man beside him spoke to him intently, but Conner’s eyes were still focused on me. Conner’s retinas burned into me like jeweled lasers. Giving me a mischievous panty-dropping smirk, he raised his crystal tumbler up towards me in a mock toast, causing the three gentlemen he stood with to look my way. The silver brows of Quentin Sr. rose, as a hint of a smile curved his lips. The two other gentlemen gave me heated stares, the lustful kind, not the angry kind and one readjusted his tie.  I looked over my shoulder to make sure that they all were looking at me, instead of some hot chick behind me. Nope. No one around fitted such a description.
I raised my champagne flute toward Conner in a returning toast, before downing its contents in one swallow. He excused himself from the men he stood with.  He strode towards me at an unhurried pace and ignored Maggie as she reached for his arm. I placed my champagne flute on a passing waiter’s tray, turned on my heels, and headed towards the exit. My petite stature made it easy for me to blend in with the crowd. When I stole a glance back, I noticed that Conner had been cornered by a couple of women. They locked their hands around his arms, hindering him from following me. I felt his eyes on my back as I exited the tent. "
∞∞∞
 
I STOOD OUTSIDE NEAR the valet station, swiping through my phone. I decided to send Fatima a text message.
Novalee, 9:01pm
Hey!  I saw you at the wedding sitting in the back row.  WTH? Wished you could’ve stayed. Any-who, I’m heading home. See you tomorrow!
"Did you think I would let you get away?" asked a deep tenor voice behind me. The sound of his voice slid through my bone marrow and prickled my skin.
I turned and found myself face to face with Conner. Man, oh man, he smelled good. Like rain and spice, with a faint hint of citrus.  I had to stop myself from inhaling deeply. Even with my shoes adding a few inches to my otherwise 5’1 one height, he towered several inches over me.  I looked up at him with as much of an aloof expression as I could muster. "I’m sorry. I didn’t get your name." That’s right, Novalee. Cool and collected.
With a bit of a surprised expression on his face, he answered, "Conner Brathwaite." He extended his hand. His green eyes darkened to a stormy gray. It was mesmerizing.
"Novalee." I introduced and placed my hand in his large and warm one. We slowly shook hands, the time stretching longer than for a customary handshake. I gently tugged my hand away to release it from his grasp. He wouldn’t let go. "Are you going to give me my hand back?" I gently teased.
He reluctantly released my hand. The stolid expression of his face softened a bit.  "No last name, Novalee?" He slid his hands into the pockets of his suit pants, as he stood rod-straight, his long legs slightly apart. His body posture was casual, yet extremely confident.
I felt my cheeks start to heat and hoped that he couldn’t see me blush in the moonlight. "Just Novalee," I responded coyly. The roar of my car broke the spell. I looked over at the valet attendant who held my car door open for me.
I returned my attention back to Conner.  "It was really nice to meet you, Conner. You have a great night." I turned and walked toward the college graduation gift from my dad, a candy apple red Lexus RC350 Coupe.
"Wait, you can’t leave yet." He looked perplexed and yet thoroughly intrigued.
I sat down in my car and rolled my window all the way down. Closing my door, I added, "Maybe, I’ll see you around."
Conner took long strides toward me, as I daintily waved my fingers and drove off into the night.




Chapter 2
AFTER SCRUBBING LAYERS OF makeup off my face, I sank neck-deep into the scalding hot bubble bath. The smell of lavender and eucalyptus tickled my nostrils. I flipped my black horseshoe septum nose piercing back down, which had been flipped up and discreetly hidden. Upon closing my eyes, visions of pale green irises came to view. I shook my head as if I could literally shake thoughts of Conner out of my mind. A man like Conner couldn't be good for my heart or my peace. My life was finally blissfully uncomplicated. After my very public and very scandalous breakup from NBA star, Andre Johnston, my ego, soul, and self-esteem were in tatters. I had finally nursed my broken heart whole, and I was in no hurry to put it at risk again.
Andre and I broke up two years ago, and outside of a casual fling that I had with my lab partner, Marcus, I remained single and abstinent. During Andre and my three-year relationship, my face had been plastered all over the Internet, television, and tabloids. People were fascinated with our relationship, as we appeared to be the perfect couple, exhibiting young black love with an endearing storybook romance. I even guest-starred on a popular reality cable television show, which featured girlfriends and wives of professional athletics. Worse mistake of my life. One that my father and stepmother never let me forget.
Although I wasn’t a leading personality on the show, my breakup was featured front and center. I abruptly quit the show after my breakup and all but disappeared from social media after that. Producers scrambled for inside information and finally reached out to Keisha, offering fame and a paycheck. She jumped at the opportunity to cozy alongside women on the show, who at one point, I thought were my friends. With theatrical tears and feigning remorse, Keisha shared her involvement in the dissolution of my engagement, with her own personal spin, of course. She was now a fan favorite on the show. Love her or hate her, the never-ending drama Keisha added to the show, spiked its ratings and provided her with the lifestyle she’d always wanted. Last I heard she was dating a retired NBA player and living in Los Angeles.
Andre and I met in undergrad during freshman year. Our romance blossomed during my sophomore year, and we soon became the it-couple on campus. During summer before our junior year, I accompanied him and his family to the Prudential Center in Newark, New Jersey, for the NBA drafts. After being selected during first-round picks to play for the Miami Magics, Andre got down on one knee and proposed to me, placing a diamond ring on my finger.
A guy like Conner would impede my drama-free life. The sizzling electricity that shot through my body with just one look from him, and the heat that spread between my thighs from only one handshake, was something that I’d never experienced before. Conner was trouble. He was the kind of guy your mother warned you about. The type of guy who broke hearts into dust.
∞∞∞
 
ON SUNDAY MORNING, I was startled awake by the buzzing of my phone. I rolled over and swiped its screen. 
Fatima, 7:34am
Wake up sleepy head!
What time you wanna meet up for dinner?
Novalee, 7:35am
OMG. Why are you up so early??
4:30. The usual spot. 
I lazily rolled out of bed. I had a ton of studying to do for my upcoming Biological Systems exam and wanted to get a morning run in first.
An hour and a half later, drenched in sweat, I stepped into my building's elevator. I felt invigorated and wide awake, and my legs ached with a good burn. Linkin Park's "Breaking the Habit" cranked out of my headphones as I did my stretches in the elevator up to the top floor of my apartment. I rented this place with the financial help of my father and from my part-time job at a local sewing and alterations boutique. Money wasn't a problem for my family, though I longingly wished for the day when I could be financially independent of my father. To him, money equaled control. The more he gave, the more control he wanted over my life. Sure, I could have comfortably lived somewhere else that didn’t have such high rent, but Helena had fallen in love with this place during my apartment search.  "An apartment near the Waterway, downtown…what’s not to love?" she said. She had a point. The views were to die for. And the convenience of being downtown was another plus. My dad, on the other hand, could care less about the exciting nightlife, shopping, parks, and waterfront views this place had to offer. His only request was that I stayed in The Woodlands, near them.
After a few hours of studying, I showered and washed my hair. My natural curls sprang back to life under the steady stream of the shower. After styling and diffusing my curls, I smiled with satisfaction. When it came to my curls, the bigger, the better. Once my wash n go was diffused and dried, my hair was big enough to block out the afternoon sun and made me the absolute worst person to sit behind in a movie theater. The layers of makeup I wore at Amy's wedding was not my usual style. My low maintenance approach consisted of clear or nude lip gloss, mascara, and maintained eyebrows. Growing up, I was very self-conscious of my heavily freckled face, but recently I'd grown to love the scattered brown freckles that dusted my nose and cheeks.
I dressed in a pair of distressed denim skinny jeans and a loose white tank top. A pair of brown fringed ankle strapped heels adorned my pedicured feet. Long feather earrings and leather rope bracelets completed my outfit. I grabbed my brown vintage leather bag, cell phone, and keys. The restaurant was a block away from my place, so I opted to walk.
Fatima had secured a table for us out on the back deck of the restaurant, overlooking water views. She looked Hollywood glam today, with a pair of oversized sunglasses and a strapless white romper with a sweetheart neckline. Her waist-length micro goddess locks were twisted into an intricate bun on top of her head. "Hey cousin," she said, as she rose from her seat to give me a hug.
"Hey diva," I grinned.
"Only if I had that R&B singer diva hair of yours." Although my heels and my hair added at least six inches to my height, Fatima towered over me standing at 5’10. I would have been totally jealous of her shapely and toned figure if she wasn't my cousin and I didn't love her like a big sister.
Just as I took my seat, our waitress approached. "Hi!" A pint-sized bubbly brunette said, enthusiastically. "My name is Sarah." Sarah beamed, revealing clear ceramic braces on bright white teeth. Her straight ponytail swayed as she looked expectantly at the both of us. "Can I get y’all some drinks started?
"Sounds good." I smiled broadly at her. Her sunny disposition was contagious. "I'll have a cosmo."
"Awesome!" Sarah wrote down the order and then looked expectantly at Fatima.
"I'll have a Corona," Fatima added.
"Sounds super! I'll get started on these drinks. Do y’all know what you want to order, or would y’all like more time?"
"I think we're ready," Fatima chimed in. "I'll have the steak tacos."
Without looking at the menu, I asked for the same.
"Awesome! I'll get these orders in right away." Sarah walked away, her shiny ponytail bouncing.
"I saw you at the wedding. I thought you had to head out for work right away." 
"I had a few minutes to spare," Fatima said casually.
I pouted. "I wish you could have stayed. We had so much fun at the reception."
"Yeah, I had plans, so…" she trailed off as she typed into her phone. "Did you take any pictures?"
"No, but Maggie said she was going to post some on the Gram." 
"Magdalene Manchester?" she asked.
"Yep." Sarah brought our drinks out, and I graciously smiled at her as she placed them on the table and padded away.
"I see Conner is still a fine piece of ass." Fatima held her phone out towards me. On the screen was a picture of Conner and Quentin, standing at the bar, each in the process of downing clear liquid from shot glasses. Neither of them seemed aware that their photo was being taken.
"You know Conner?" I was intrigued but tried my best to appear indifferent.
"Who doesn't? He's Quentin's best friend. How do you not know him, seeing that his BFF married your BFF?" She turned her phone back towards her and continued to swipe through a few more photos. "He went to Covington with Quentin and me. He was there only during our senior year. Seemed like an okay guy, for someone who always looked pissed off at the world.  That never stopped the legions of girls who crushed over him. He banged many hoes back in high school."
I choked my cosmo.
Fatima continued, unaffected by my coughing, not even sparing a glance from her phone. "He was a total fuckboy," she stated, matter of factly. She then looked up from her phone, and we both burst out laughing as I threw my napkin at her.
"Did you..." I trailed off, not wanting to finish my question.
"Naw, girl. He was fine as shit, but not my type." My shoulders slightly relaxed. "I heard he was a good fuck, though. One of the best." Fatima tapped her fingernail against her painted red lips. "He would have been perfect for you last night. He could have put an end to your drought. You need to get your groove back."
"Umm, I'll pass. Besides, you make it sound like he was interested." He was. Wasn’t he? I still had a hard time believing that. He had a lot of options at that wedding.
"Look in the mirror," she deadpanned. "Trust me, he was checkin'.
"I mean…I'm okay, I guess. But I'm not gorgeous like you or Amy."
Fatima shook her head. "If only you knew the effect you have on men. I swear, Keisha did a number on you," she murmured sympathetically.
Sarah appeared with our food. "This looks delicious! Thank you, Sarah." I busied myself under Fatima's stare, biting into my taco.
"Thanks, hun," Fatima said to Sarah, while still looking at me. I had no doubt that her eyes were narrowed underneath her sunglasses.
"You're acting weird. What aren't you telling me?" Fatima asked as Sarah excused herself. "Did Conner say something to you?" She raised her Corona to her lips and took a swig, waiting for my reply.
"It wasn't that deep." I took a sip of my cosmo before filling her in on our brief interaction.
She leaned in, listening attentively. "And…"
"And nothing. I drove off."
She sat back in her chair. "Well, that's disappointing. How long has it been? Two years? It'll grow over soon." She scrunched up her nose, the dimples in her cheeks piercing through.
"Okay, eww." I rolled my eyes, exasperated. "I can take care of myself, thank-you-very-much. I don't need a man for that."
We both laughed at my suggestive comment. Once the laughing simmered down, Fatima took off her sunglasses and looked at me. She looked tired. Her eyes were red-rimmed.
"You okay, cousin?"
"Girl, yeah. Allergies. Don't you think it's time to start dating again? Nothing serious, but just casually?"
She didn't know about my casual hookups with Marcus, which happened sporadically over the last two years but had ended for good six months ago. "I'm finally at a place in my life where I'm not pining over Andre and stewing over the betrayal. He is out of my system. They're out of my system… and it feels…amazing." I felt good. Saying it and meaning every word. My lips spread involuntarily into a smile.
She reached for my hand and gently squeezed. "Andre had everyone fooled with his good guy, squeaky clean image. No one thought that he would step out on you. Are you sure he didn't know who Keisha was?"
I shrugged. Did it really matter? Andre had me fooled up until the very end. Until I came home early and found him in bed…with her. She was bouncing up and down on him like he was a pogo stick. Most mothers, decent mothers, wouldn't put themselves in this situation. The situation where they're sexing down their daughter's fiancé. But for the few ratchet mothers who are found in this compromising situation, you’d think that the real shame of it all, would cause them to apologize profusely and beg their child for forgiveness. Not Keisha.
Andre pushed her off him, and I lunged at Keisha. We fought like the girls you see on those reality t.v. reunion shows. I had a full-on fist with my mother. There were no tears from her. Only profanity, calling me everything but a child of God. A stunned Andre, who swore that he didn't know that Keisha was my mother, realized at that moment, he had been a pawn in Keisha's sick game. I hovered over her, punching her repeatedly. Through gritted teeth, she spat out, "How does it feel bitch!  You fucked my man, so I fucked yours!"
Stunned by her words, my balled fists halted for a moment allowing her to get the upper hand in our fight. We rolled around the floor, and she repositioned herself on top of me. My shoulders shook from my cries. Keisha gripped my hair in her hands and banged my head back onto the carpeted floor. She truly hated me. My "mother" didn’t have a maternal bone in her body. "I should have aborted you when I had the chance like your father wanted me to."
In her sick and twisted mind, she blamed me for everything. For my father leaving her. For what she walked in on all those years ago when I was a mere eleven years old.
As Andre pulled Keisha off me and pried her fingers from my hair, I cried even harder. This was the ultimate betrayal from the man I loved. The final straw in my relationship with Keisha. I only ever wanted her love. At that moment, I knew that I was done. Her presence in my life had always caused me inexplicable pain.
"Back to Conner," Fatima said, interrupting me from my thoughts.
"Look, I admit," I said. "He is sexy, in a Fifty Shades kind of way. But I heard that he's a total prick and you've confirmed that he's a total manwhore."
I Googled him last night before going to bed. He was single. Not that I was explicitly checking for his relationship status. He was twenty-seven years old. His ethnicity was half Irish and half Italian. His great grandfather was the founder of Brathwaite Hotels, which had locations across the country. His father was the successor CEO, with Conner serving as the President and number two in charge. Conner was now branching the Brathwaite company into luxury homebuilding, quickly solidifying Brathwaite Industries as one of the most successful home builders in the country. 
"Just for kicks, let's Google him," Fatima said conspiratorially, rubbing her hands together. "The first hotel opened in New York City. Blah, blah, blah. Oh, it says here that his mother is a famous supermodel from Italy. I bet she's a gorgeous bitch," Fatima said, between bites of her taco. "Wow," she said. "She is. Total milf status." She turned her phone towards me to reveal a picture of a stunning woman dressed in a form fitting Badgley Mischka dress. She looked to be in her late forties or early fifties. Her dark brown hair fell in big waves down her back. Her sapphire blue eyes contrasted with her olive complexion.
"She’s beautiful," I commented.
"They are worth billions, you know. That is just too much money for one damn family. They probably have ties to the Irish Mafia."
"Fatima, that's racist!" I lightly admonished.
I got an eye roll from her before she continued scrolling through her phone. "I can't be racist because I'm black. Duh." Taking a swig of her beer, she continued. "Conner graduated from Brown, just like Quentin. Can you imagine all the pussy those two guys got in college? Anyway. I digress. Looks like Conner opted out of grad school and moved to New York after college to work on a few projects for Brathwaite Industries. Blah, blah, blah, yadda, yadda, yadda. Brathwaite Industries is one of the largest luxury hotel chains in the country. But we already knew that. Looks like Conner has done quite well for himself." She singsonged, "Go head, Conner." She placed her phone on the table. "The man is loaded. And from what the girls said back in high school, he's loaded in other areas too." She pressed her flattened palms together, before separating them many, many inches apart.
"Sounds like he has community peen. I'm not interested," I deadpanned. Fatima cackled loudly, her infectious laughter causing me to burst out laughing, as well. 
"Look at this." She slid her phone over to me.
I reluctantly took her phone and was confronted with a plethora of images of Conner with various supermodels, socialites, an even one A-list actress. All the women looked alike, tall, with blond hair, and big boobs. The total opposite of me.  "What's up with all the blonds?"
"Seems to be his type," she shrugged.
"Exactly," I said, gesturing to my face and hair.
"Don't give me that," she chided. "You have a type. Tall, chocolatey black guys. Everyone has a type until they don't. Until someone they don't expect knocks them off their ass. Conner's not your type, but you know you wanna do him." She wiggled her eyebrows suggestively.
I glanced at the photos again. In all the images, the women were draped against him in some fashion, while he stood confidently, his demeanor aloof. He looked jaded. The familiar scowl, which I now assumed was his permanent expression, was intact. 
Men like Conner Brathwaite were dangerous. Untouchable, privileged, spoiled, and womanizing.  I slid Fatima back her phone. "Not my type," I singsonged.
Fatima chuckled. "Yeah, okay," she said, seemingly unconvinced. I had never been attracted to the corporate suit wearing type. Athletes, yes. Unfortunately. Brainy types like Marcus, yes. Big mistake. Fatima was the one who had a thing for Suits. Powerful men who ruled the world behind their mahogany desks. A fact that she would never admit to. But I saw the way her eyes would linger on those wall street types, in their Brooks Brothers suits, with their tan skin.
"Sarah, hey boo," Fatima said, as she waved her over. "I'm going to need something stronger. Surprise me. Something with vodka." She signaled to my empty glass. "Give her another cosmo or some other foo-foo drink."
"Cosmo is fine for me, Sarah. Thank you."
"I'm glad you live close by. Cause we about to get fucked up tonight," Fatima said, as we clicked our empty glasses.
∞∞∞
 
I HAD A SLIGHT BUZZ after our dinner. Fatima, on the other hand, was clearly intoxicated. She stumbled to my apartment. I held her elbow, leading the way. Upon entering my place, she collapsed onto my upholstered sofa. After kicking off my shoes, I padded across the cool wood floor and opened the long-puddled drapes in my living room. The refreshing outdoor air breezed through my living room as soon as I opened my windows. The soft sounds of traffic, crowds of people, and music filtered in from below.  I sat on my cushioned windowsill and looked out at the bustling streets of downtown. 
"About my birthday dinner next Friday. Don't invite Amy." There was a slight slur to her words. I had made reservations at a new posh restaurant in downtown Houston for Fatima's 27th birthday. 
"I didn’t invite Amy. I know you guys only play nice around me." I people-watched those below me, as they strolled in and out of the local eateries and designer retail stores. "She and Quentin leave for Lake Como on Saturday, anyway."
"I hope their honeymoon sucks," Fatima said on a yawn, before rolling over on her side and falling asleep.

∞∞∞
 
THE NEXT FEW DAYS passed in a blur without incident.  My days consisted of classroom lectures, clinical lab work, and study groups.  I spent my evenings working at the boutique.  Although I had successfully completed my first year of dental school and seemed to be progressing through my second year without incident, I lacked the same passion for dentistry as my father had. Sure, I was an honor roll student and was considered a natural in clinical lab, but it was mind-numbingly dull. So, by the time Friday evening came around, I was hyped up for some much-needed girl time. 
Fatima and I had a 7 o’clock reservation, and we planned to meet each other at the restaurant by car service.  Chad, my driver, pulled up in front of the restaurant at a quarter to 7. He rounded the car while I touched up my lip gloss. "Thank you, Chad," I said as he opened my car door.
"Have a fantastic night, Novalee," he said, tucking some of his hair behind his ear that had escaped from his blond man bun.  
"You too," I said over my shoulder.
"If you ever need me, please don't hesitate to call. I'll be at your service." He leaned against his car as his eyes raked me from head to toe.
"Umm…yeah, sure."  I fidgeted with my ocean blue mini off-the-shoulder tunic dress and fluffed out my hair a bit before entering the restaurant. The wedges I wore tapped against the gleaming light oak wood floors.
I walked up to the maître d standing at the front podium. "Hello, Miss." He smiled warmly at me, the corners of his dark eyes crinkling.
"Hi. I have a 7 o’clock reservation under Novalee Dumont."
"Yes, very well," he said, after perusing the small tablet in front of him. "We can take you to your table and escort your guest to you once they arrive." He signaled a nearby hostess with a curt nod and the slight wave of his hand.
"Great. Thank you," I acknowledged.
A petite Latina woman with brown skin and a cute pixie haircut appeared with menus in her hand. "Hello, Miss. My name is Maria. I'll show you to your table."
"Thank you, Maria." I returned her smile as I walked a few steps behind her.
"Is this your first time here?" she asked. 
"Yes, it is. Reservations have been hard to come by. I've heard great things about this place." I surveyed the room as we headed to my table.  There wasn't an empty seat in the house, every patron elegantly dressed. Muted recessed lighting, candlelit centerpieces, and white table clothes created a refined and tranquil ambiance.  My table faced a magnificent view of Houston’s twinkling skyscrapers.
"Your server will be here shortly to take your order. Can I get you started on something to drink while you wait for your guest?"
"Yes. A bottle of Sauvignon Blanc, please." I handed her my identification before she asked for it. I still got carded everywhere I went. My freckles and my petite frame made me look terribly young. 
"Thank you," she said as she briefly scanned over my i.d. "I'll get that out to you shortly." Maria lowered her head in a slight bow and walked away.
I answered my vibrating phone as I looked over the menu. "Hey, Fatima.  I'm here. Where are you?"
"Okay, don't be mad. I'm not going to be able to make it. My 6 o’clock was late, and I'm just now getting her under the dryer."
I pinched the bridge of my nose. On an exhale, I said, "Seriously?" 
"I know.  I’m so sorry, cousin. You stay. Enjoy your meal."
Maria brought out the wine. With a slight nod from me, she uncorked the wine and poured some into my glass.  "I could order our food to go and bring it to the salon?"
"Naw, that's okay. The food will be cold by the time you get here." A deep voice reverberated in the background.  "I better get back to my client. I’ll call you later," she said in a rush.
"Is that your client?"
"Umm, yeah. She has a deep voice. She's a smoker," she whispered.  "I'll call you tomorrow." 
"Okay. Talk to you soon." If she ditched me to hang out with a guy… I disconnected the call as my waiter approached. He introduced himself as Gregorio. Gregorio was a handsome Italian man with big hazel eyes framed by long lashes. I was a bit caught off guard by his handsomeness. He had short wavy hair and thick eyebrows. After informing him that I would be dining alone, I order the filet mignon, mushroom risotto, and roasted Brussel sprouts. 
∞∞∞
 
FATIMA MISSED ONE HECK of a meal. I took a sip of wine before signaling Gregorio over to my table with the wave of my hand. He had been extremely attentive all evening, almost too much so.
"I think I'm going to call it a night, Gregorio."
"Was everything to your liking?" He smiled at me, revealing bleached-white teeth.
"Yes, actually. Thank you."
"Such a shame that a lovely young woman like yourself had to dine all alone." He stalled before continuing. "I know this is forward, but would you like to go out –"  
The words ceased on his tongue. I glanced over my shoulder, to follow where his eyes had focused. "Conner." My breathy voice betrayed me for a moment.  Let’s try this again. "Conner. What a surprise." My face flushed with heat.
"Bourbon, neat," he dryly said to Gregorio, before sitting down across from me. Conner wore an expertly tailored Armani charcoal gray suit paired with a stark white dress shirt. His sage green tie matched the color of his eyes.
"Anything else for the beautiful lady?" Gregorio asked, with a hint of challenge in his voice.
Conner's jaw ticked at Gregorio’s compliment, as his piercing green eyes focused on me. I dragged my eyes away from Conner and smiled at Gregorio. "No, thank you." I politely smiled.
"She'll have a coffee and the Crème brûlée," Conner demanded, his voice smooth and authoritative.
My eyebrows rose in surprise. I found Conner’s heavy-handedness quite annoying.
"Just the check, Gregorio. Thank you."
Conner arched an eyebrow, and a subtle smirk twitched the corner of his lips. "Give us a minute," he barked at Gregorio, his intense eyes still on me. 
"Yes, sir," Gregorio answered, before taking my empty plate and scurrying away. 
"Sure, Conner. Have a seat," I deadpanned. 
Amusement filled his eyes. "You're something else, Miss Dumont."
Miss Dumont. I tapped my lip with my manicured finger. "I don’t recall telling you my last name."
"You didn't." His eyes briefly skirted to my lips. 
I took a sip of my wine, trying desperately to steady my hand. Why was I so frazzled? "So, what brings you here, Conner?  A hot date?"  I regretted those words as soon as they came out of my mouth.
"No date, Novalee," he said, with a slight shake of his head. "I just wrapped up a business dinner. What brings you here?"
Gregorio reappeared with Conner's bourbon… and my coffee and Crème brûlée. "Anything else I can get you two, Mr. Brathwaite?" Gregorio kept his eyes on Conner and refused to look at or acknowledge me. Conner appeared to be irritated by the interruption. "We're fine." He lazily shooed Gregorio away with his hand.  
"That was very rude. There’s no need to act like an elitist prick." Hot or not, his behavior was disappointing, but not surprising.
"He's the help," he said, as if stating the obvious. "And he's been flirting with you all evening."
"Wow, really? Did you just call him the help?" I narrowed my eyes and shook my head in disbelief and disgust. "And so what, if he was flirting with me. What’s it to you?"
He took a swallow of his bourbon and waited a few beats before responding. "You think I'm an elitist prick?" He let out a hearty chuckle that reverberated from his chest and made my thighs clench. Bastard.
"I think your behavior towards Gregorio was unwarranted and calling him the help is demeaning." I stared at him daringly. 
"I beg to differ, but okay," he said, nonchalantly, as if he were already bored with this topic of conversation. "I love the freckles and the piercing, by the way. And you look hot as fuck with your hair like that."
My cheeks heated under his gaze. "Thank you." I subconsciously tucked a few curls behind my ear. He studied my every move, like a hunter studying his prey. It unnerved me. I took a sip of the steaming coffee set before me. It was good. Damn it.
"You're quite beautiful, Novalee."

"You’re quite intense, Conner.  Ever heard that before?"
"Maybe once or twice." He smiled, a panty-dropping smile, that revealed perfectly straight white teeth. I doubted this guy had any physical flaws.
I pushed my fingers through my hair, as a few curls had fallen into my face. Beautiful? I was pretty enough, I guess. In an eclectic way. But I wouldn’t describe myself as beautiful.  
His eyebrows drew together as he studied my face. "What’s on your mind, Novalee?"
"I was thinking about how I'm not your usual type of woman." There. I said it. I decided to go for brutal honesty. It wasn’t like I was trying to impress the guy.
He slowly nodded his head, as if mulling over my comment. "And how would you know what my type is? Been checking up on me, Novalee?"
"No more than the way you were checking up on me. How did you know that Gregorio was flirting with me the entire evening?"
"Touché," he saluted his drink towards me.
I smiled easily. "You're quite the popular guy. The streets are talking," I joshed. I debated on saying the next thing that was on the tip of my tongue. I took a sip of my coffee. "Word is, you have a very specific type." You don’t date black girls. You don't even date brunettes. So, who are you trying to fool, here?
His eyebrows rose, probably at my directness.  There was that damn sexy smirk again.  
"Not that I care what your type is," I backtracked, a little. "I mean, do you. You know?" I was fully aware that I was rambling. "I'm sure you're not without options." I gestured my hand up and down toward his face. "Obviously." Okay, maybe the three glasses of wine were settling into my system.
"Obviously," he repeated, his voice laced with humor. He graced me, and every other woman in the vicinity, with another panty-dropping smile.  It was a smile that almost reached his eyes. "What do you think my type is, Novalee?"
"Let’s see." I focused my eyes upward as if I were thinking. "Blond, tall, and…enhanced." He seemed on the verge of laughing, but he refrained. Instead, he cleared his throat and took a swallow of his drink. I followed suit, taking a sip of my coffee before continuing. "I'm a bit perplexed as to why I'm getting these flirty vibes from you."  I would probably look back at this conversation and cringe with embarrassment. But at this moment, I felt at ease and free, like I had nothing to lose.
"Really?" He scrubbed his hand across the side of his lightly stubbled jaw. "I think you're fucking mesmerizing. I haven't been able to stop thinking about you. So what, if you're not my usual type. Who the fuck cares?"
Well, alrighty then. Heart, be still. Hormones, get a grip. Common sense, kick it. "So, I'm assuming there's no special someone in your life. No girlfriend?"
"Girlfriend." He repeated it as if it was a foreign word. "I don't have a girlfriend, no. I have female acquaintances
that I like to spend time with on occasion."
"Oh, I get it. You're a player," I teased, amused by his honesty. 
He chuckled. The deep rumble that came from his chest made me inadvertently clench my thighs…again. "I'm not a cheater, Novalee. I just don't do relationships. The women I spend time with know that about me." Got it, Mr. Casanova. I've been warned.
I took a bite of my crème brûlée while mulling over that tad bit of information. "Sounds very…transactional." The tiny specs of gray in his pale green eyes darkened, transforming his eyes into murky pools.  "But on the other hand, I get it." My relationship with Marcus, my lab partner, was very transactional. "Giving someone your time and your pleasure, but not your heart." I shrugged my shoulders.
He smiled faintly but remained silent. I chewed my lower lip, wondering if I'd said too much. Overstepped my boundaries. 
"I want to see you again, Novalee." I tilted my head to the side and narrowed my eyes. "Why?"
His facial expression softened. "Because I like you."
Seemed simple enough. But the way he said it, made it seem as if he rarely uttered those words. Like he was surprised in himself, for saying them. I slowly shook my head. "I don't know. I don’t think we have much in common."
He shrugged. "Maybe, maybe not. Who’s to say? We may realize that we have more in common than we think."
"Are you looking for a new friend? A new female acquaintance, perhaps?" I was very skeptical of Conner and what his intentions were. He was tragically beautiful and had a promiscuous reputation. What was his end game here?
As if reading my thoughts, he carefully emphasized, "This doesn't have to be sexual…if you don't want it to be." I rolled my eyes, but he appeared unfazed, as he continued. "I need to see you again." He brushed his fingertips along my knuckles. Sizzling bolts jolted from my hands down to my toes.
I couldn't think straight while he touched me. I removed my hand from his touch and placed both my hands in my lap. "I'm not looking for a sexual relationship, Conner. I'm not looking to be added to your harem." Maybe a bit harsh, but still true. His eyes bore into me, all the while seemingly aloof.  Based on all that I heard about him, I knew that my conditions would be a deal breaker. I sat back in my chair as I waited for his response. I refused to examine the melancholy that lay heavy on my chest.
He defensively held his hands up. "Strictly platonic. Unless you ever say otherwise." His mouth twitched with a slight smirk.
"Cocky bastard," I said under my breath, a slow smile forming on my lips.
Maybe we could be friends. Conner had plenty of women on standby who were willing to have a "friends with benefits" type of relationship. I wouldn't get jealous at all. Not one bit. I could resist the temptation. I had to.
"Have dinner with me tomorrow."
"No, can't do. Besides, that sounds a lot like a date," I teased. "How about coffee on Sunday morning?"
"Wow, you're good at this friend-zoning thing." He feigned exasperation. 
I raised an arched eyebrow.
"Coffee on Sunday," he agreed.




Chapter 3
OUR POSTURES WERE RELAXED, as we casually conversed at the table. We listened intently to each other, leaning forward on our elbows and forearms, chatting with the familiarity of two old friends…or intimate lovers, perhaps. After a long while, I noticed that many tables had cleared out. There were only a few patrons left in the restaurant. Gregorio came by a few times during our conversation, and quietly refilled my coffee cup and brought Conner a fresh cup of joe.
"It’s getting late. I really should get going," I said. For a brief second, disappointment flickered in his eyes, but I must have imagined it because he blinked, and it was gone.
Conner retrieved three one-hundred-dollar bills from his wallet and placed them on the table. "Conner, you don’t have to do that."
He rose from his chair and buttoned his suit jacket. "I think I can handle it," he said as he pulled out my chair for me.
"Well, next time it’s on me." I rose from my chair, standing face to chest. Our height distance was substantial.
"It’ll be tight, but I think I can also manage coffee on Sunday." Conner placed his hand on the small of my back, and we headed towards the exit.
"Smart-aleck," I mumbled with a smile. I added an extra sway to my hips and felt his eyes on my backside.
I noticed a few bold stares from some of the remaining guests, probably wondering what Conner was doing with this big hair, pint-sized, boho chick.
We stepped out into the fresh spring air and headed towards the parking lot. "I’ll walk you to your car."
I halted. "I forgot I took a car service here."
He laced his fingers through mine. "I’m taking you home. Come on." He began to walk, our fingers entwined.
"That’s very kind of you, but you don’t have to do that," I said, somewhat trailing behind him.
He paused and turned to look down at me, the familiar formidable look on his face. "I know I don’t have to. But I want to. Let’s go," he gently urged before resuming his stride. This time I kept up with his pace, walking side by side, hand in hand. His large hand was warm and comforting, and although I knew I should’ve unlaced my fingers from his, I didn’t. Already, the boundaries of our friendship were muddied.
We walked over to a matte black Audi R8 on black rims. His car looked like him. Dark, powerful, and expensive, in an understated way. "What? No fancy driver with a top hat, Mr. Money Bags?"
"Not tonight," he humored. He reluctantly unlaced his fingers from mine and opened the passenger door. 
"Thank you." I smiled as I sank into the plush leather seat.
"Of course." He closed my door and rounded the car. 
Before he got in, I breathed in deeply. His car smelled like leather and him. 
After settling into the car, he started the keyless ignition. The Audi roared to life. The rock band, American Authors, blasted from the speakers. He turned down the music from his steering wheel controls to a lower decibel. He skillfully handled his car as he pulled out of the parking lot and accelerated down the empty road. "Make a right at the light," I instructed.
"I know the way," was all he said, as he made a right at the light and headed towards the I 45 freeway.
My head snapped towards him. "Wait, what?"
"I know the way," he repeated calmly, not meeting my stare. "I know where you live."
"And what were you planning on doing with that tidbit of information? Show up at my place, unannounced?" I narrowed my eyes and shifted my entire body towards him, as much as my seat belt would allow. "What if my man answered the door?"
"I thought we established that you don’t have one."
"But you wouldn’t have known that. Besides, that’s not the point."
"Okay. I hadn’t really thought it through." He quickly assessed me and my glowering stare.
"Boundaries, Conner. You have to respect boundaries if we’re going to be friends."
He gave a curt nod. "I’ll try."
"You’ll try?"
I leaned back in my seat, crossed my legs, and folded my arms. His eyes roamed to my thighs. "Eyes on the road," I lightly admonished.
He gave a mock salute. "In all seriousness, I apologize if you feel I’ve crossed the line."
Content with his half-baked apology, I looked out the windows at the darkened sky. "American Authors, huh?  I love their stuff."
"Yeah?" He turned it up a bit.
Oh, What a Life resonated through the speakers. I playfully sang along to the lyrics.
I bopped my head to the beat of the drum. My curls flopped wildly while Conner beat his steering wheel with his hands, mimicking the rhythm also.
"You are just full of surprises, Novalee." He smiled one of his rare carefree smiles that almost reached his eyes. "You have an incredible voice."
I gave him an exaggerated wink. "Thanks."
We turned down my street far too soon.  I was pleasantly surprised by how easy it was to talk to him, to hang out with him. At Amy’s wedding, he appeared to be arrogant and unfriendly. His conversations with others seemed curt and dismissive. But tonight, as time went on, we both eased into a comfortable casualness.
We drove into my complex’s parking garage, and he eased his Audi into an open parking space. 
He turned off the ignition, the roaring car immediately silencing. "I’ll walk you up."
"Sure. Thanks." I unbuckled and reached for my door handle.
"Wait a sec," he softly chided. He hopped out and rounded the car. After opening my door, he extended his hand and helped me out of the vehicle.
"Quite chivalrous of you, Mr. Brathwaite," I teased, as he closed the car door.
"Never stand for anything less, Novalee." He closed the car door behind us, and once again, he entwined our fingers. He didn’t strike me as a holding hand type of guy, but he did seem seductive. Maybe this was just his M.O. I knew I shouldn’t have enjoyed it as much as I did.
We entered the elevator, and he pressed the number 6 button. I’d never told him what floor I lived on. Creepy, much? We took the elevator up to the top floor in comfortable silence. We both stared up at the digital display of numbers, a thick fog of tension enveloping us. Did he feel it too? 
Conner had nixed his suit jacket and tie in the car. The top button of his shirt was now unfastened, and its sleeves were carelessly rolled up to his forearms - his corded muscled forearms. As good as it felt to hold hands with him, I knew it was time to create some boundaries.  I held our joined hands up, and he dragged his eyes to them. "Is this a good idea, Conner?  I mean, do friends hold hands?"
"I can’t even hold your hand?" he asked incredulously.
"I just don’t want to send mixed messages." I lowered our still-interlocked fingers between us.
"Maybe I’m just an affection guy." Yeah, okay. The elevator dinged, and the doors opened. We exited and headed to my front door, which was a few feet away. "Okay, not really," he admitted.
I pursed my lips, shaking my head.  "As long as you know that this," I gestured to the both of us with my free hand, "is not going to happen, especially not in the way you’re used to."  My body was drawn to him like a magnet. I realized that I now stood much too close to him, our bodies almost touching. He hadn’t moved closer; it was all me.
With his free hand, he slowly twirled a few strands of my curls around his finger. As he eyed the strands of black hair around his long finger, he said, in a deep husky voice, "I know I’m not the only one who feels this…thing between us."  His eyes met mine, a quiet storm brewing in them. The gray specs making a bold appearance amid the brilliant green. The calm expression on his face was a stark contrast to the intensity in his eyes.
Even after sitting across from him for over an hour, his good looks and quiet intensity still rattled my cage, made my pulse quicken, and my spirit uneasy. I was rendered speechless. I took a steadying breath as my eyes took in the sight of him. I bit my bottom lip. I had to mentally restrain myself from throwing all sheets to the wind and climbing him like a tree. He was so alluring yet seemed so wicked. This man terrified me because I knew he had the potential to destroy me. Firmly planting my feet on the ground, I tipped my head back and gazed at his breathtakingly handsome face. His stare traveled from my eyes, down to my lips, then back up to my eyes.  "You’re beautiful," I said on a sigh, my tone rueful. 
"No. You’re beautiful. This is just a face, sweetheart. Nothing special," he lamented, as an unrecognized emotion flickered in his eyes for the briefest of moments. 
"Women must throw themselves at you."  He didn’t deny it, just shrugged a shoulder.  "Full disclosure," I sighed. "There was someone, a man I almost married. It’s been over for a long time now." I focused on his chest, too embarrassed to look him in the eye.  "He cheated on me with my…with someone really close to me, a family member. Anyway, I’m finally at a place where I can breathe again. And I can smile again. I mean, really smile. And laugh, laugh until my cheeks hurt." I smiled up at him, fulfilled by the inner peace that I worked so hard for. "I’m finally in a good place. I just can’t risk that."
He placed two fingers under my chin, tilting my head up to him. His eyes bore into mine. "That’s fucking awesome and fucking rare. I would never take away your air or your peace." His knuckles grazed along my jaw. So caught up in his touch and how he looked at me, I didn’t expect it when his arm snaked around me, and he pulled me flush up against him. His chin now rested on the top of my head, and he murmured, barely audible, "I haven’t breathed in a long fucking time." He nuzzled his face into my hair, hindering me from examining him after making such a sad confession. I couldn’t fight it. This connection. This pull. I didn’t want to.
I wrapped my arms around his narrow waist, enjoying the feel of his rock-hard body against mine. I leaned my head against his chest, closed my eyes, and breathed in the scent of him. His last comment saddened me. Who took his air away?  What caused his smile to never reach his eyes?
I loosened my embrace and arched my neck back to look up at him. Vulnerability shone in his eyes as he looked off in the distance before our eyes met again. At that moment, I wished that I could take back the "beautiful" compliment and the observation about women throwing themselves at him. I was ashamed to admit that I had been distracted by his outer shell. His incomparable good looks. Because at that moment, when our eyes met, pools of emptiness stared back at me, causing me to shutter.  Dead eyes filled with an insurmountable sadness made me unsettled and weary.
Conner brushed his hand across my cheek, and against my better judgment, I eagerly leaned into his hand. I closed my eyes, savoring the warmth of his palm on my cheek, but reopened them when the heat of his hand was no longer on my face. Embarrassment seeped through my bones at my reaction to his touch.
"Friends it is," he said curtly, all business-like. He stepped back, releasing his hold from around my waist.
Breaking from the spell, I nodded, the words stuck in my throat for a beat. "Well, thanks for walking me up." I hurriedly retrieved my keys from my bag.
The air between us had shifted. Conner once again donned the mask that he masterfully wore on the night we first met. The same guarded mask that he wore at the beginning of our non-date tonight. "Thank you for a lovely evening, Novalee." He placed a brief kiss on my forehead before slowly backing up towards the elevator.
"Thank you for the ride home." I gave a small smile. I unlocked my door then turned to look back at him as he waited for the elevator doors to open.
"Don’t forget to lock up," he said, as the elevator door opened and two intoxicated, giggling girls stumbled out. When drunk girl number 1 got a good look at Conner, her jaw went slack. She abruptly stopped in her tracks, causing her friend to bump into her from behind. Drunk girl number 2 protested, slurring profanity at her friend, before she too, looked up at Conner. He stood there unmoved by their reaction with his hands in his pockets, as he waited for them to exit the elevator. Slut girl number 2, formally known as drunk girl number 2, belted out a drunken catcall and reached out to touch Conner before her cackling friend grabbed her hand. Tramps. Jealousy coursed through my veins as if I had the right. As if he were mine. But still, I wanted to claw their eyes out.
"I look forward to seeing you on Sunday," Conner said as he stepped around Sluts 1 and 2, to get into the elevator.
With a stupid grin plastered on my face, I said, "See you on Sunday."
"Hey, wait. Don’t go. Come join us," Bitch girl number 1 slurred, resulting in Conner pushing the elevator button, causing the doors to close in their faces.
I shrugged at Bitch 1 and Slut 2, and they glared at me.
After locking my door, I leaned my back against it. This was the best nondate I’ve ever had. I pulled my cell phone out of my bag and sent a text to Fatima.
Novalee, 10:45pm
Did you make it home safely?
I headed to my bathroom while waiting for her reply.
Amy, 10:51pm
Packing for Italy. The jet leaves tomorrow morning. Miss you lots!  See you in a few weeks!
Novalee, 10:52pm
Have fun! Take lots of pics! 
After a long steamy shower, I checked my phone, finally seeing a response from Fatima. After swiping her incoming text, I pulled my hair up into a loose pineapple ponytail.
Fatima, 11:27pm
My bad for not replying sooner. I’m home. Again, so sorry! 
I slipped on a black cami and a pair of black and yellow happy-face emoji panties before replying to her.
Novalee, 11:33pm
No worries, hun. I’m almost finished with your birthday gift. I’ll get it to you later this week. Love you!  Try to enjoy the last few minutes of your birthday.
Fatima, 11:34pm
Yay!  Can’t wait. The sketch looked amazing. Thanks, cousin. See you soon. G’night.
Before going to sleep, my hands were put to good use. Thoughts of Conner swam through my mind as I became reacquainted with my B.O.B. My battery-operated boyfriend. I was a goner, I thought to myself, as my body buzzed from my self-induced orgasm.
∞∞∞
 
THERE WERE HONEST-TO-goodness Tumblr pages and Facebook fan pages dedicated to Conner. I scrolled through a few of them, guiltily enjoying the eye candy on my screen.  Apparently, I had been living under a rock. He was quite popular, not only here in Texas, but across the U.S., his combined wealth and good looks making him a newsworthy.  His professional accomplishments landed him on the front pages of many business publications. Society pages published stories about his philanthropic contributions and speculations about his love life. When he lived in New York, his "off the clock" escapades with supermodels and actresses had provided the social blogs with very salacious material.
It was as if Conner lived three separate lives, one never crossing into the other. By day, he was a hardworking, cut-throat, innovative businessman. A chip off the old block. In the evening, he was Southern royalty, a Brathwaite who owned this town, and was a desirable choice for young, single socialites. During the late-night hours, he was a worldly bad boy, with his "New York City ways." He was a quintessential bachelor, who broke hearts and shagged more women than Hugh Hefner.
At the sound of my doorbell, I closed my laptop and headed to the front door. I proudly exposed my septum piercing today, sporting a small black horseshoe design. I stopped hiding it from my parents a year ago, much to their chagrin.
"Good morning, Helena," I answered, air-kissing both her cheeks. 
"Hey, sweetie!" Helena strolled in like she 0wned the place. Well, she did pay for it, so I guess it was warranted. She dressed in almost-too-short Alexis summer dress. Her slender body was incredibly toned, her daily trips to the gym paying off. Her smooth skin was the color of honey, as were her eyes. "When are you going to grow out of this hippie faze?" She scrunched up her nose as she eyed my piercing and attire. I would have gotten even more grief if I hadn’t blow-dried my hair straight this morning. Today the silky straight tresses hung down my back and were bra strap length. When in its natural state, the ends of my hair technically brushed my shoulders. I say technically, but, my curls didn’t really lay down to touch my shoulders. The silky and springy wild locks spiraled outward in an oversized afro, defying the laws of gravity.
I looked down at my outfit. "What’s wrong with what I’m wearing? It’s called boho chic, Helena." My tribal print harem pants sat low on my hips. My white fitted crop top and brown leather flip flops completed my look.
Helena ignored my question with a side-eye before sashaying over to my fridge and grabbing a coconut water. I kept them on hand, just for her. "I saw pictures of Amy’s wedding. You looked so beautiful, sweetheart. I’m so glad you took my advice and straightened your hair. This natural hair movement is beyond me. I mean, your curls are beautiful, nice and soft, but must you wear them so…wild? It’s just so over the top."
"I need to grab my bag." I walked away, refusing to have this conversation. I rolled my eyes, practically to the back of my head. 
"Don’t roll your eyes at me, young lady," she called out from behind. How does she do that? "Your makeup at Amy’s wedding was flawless. Fatima did an excellent job. She and I taught you all that you need to know about makeup application and enhancing your beauty. You should wear it more often." I loved Helena; I really did. She had treated me well over the years, accepting me as her own. But her bougie tendencies were intolerable, at times.
"You wanna go grab a coffee first?" I asked.
"We don’t have time. Our appointment is in ten minutes," she said, looking down at her Cartier watch.  "I’ll drive. I brought my new convertible."
"Cool," I said before grabbing a water bottle and heading out with her.
∞∞∞
 
WHILE RECLINING IN LEATHER massage chairs, Helena and I caught up on the details surrounding Amy’s wedding. She and my dad were out of town and unable to attend. As our charcoal clay face masks hardened, we exhausted the conversation about who was there and what they wore. The conversation then shifted to a more personal one. 
"So, are you going to tell me about the new man in your life?"
"What are you talking about?" 
She took a sip of her mimosa, eyeing me inquisitively over her champagne flute. "Brenda and Dan celebrated their wedding anniversary last night. They saw you while they were out at that trendy restaurant on Louisiana Street. Brenda said you were with a very handsome young man. A Brathwaite. As in Brathwaite Hotels."
News traveled fast. Brenda and Dan were my parents’ next-door neighbors and close friends. "His name is Conner, and he’s not the new man in my life. We’re just friends."
"Good heavens, why?"
"Because I don’t like him like that," I lied. "I had plans with Fatima for her birthday, but those plans fell through. I was dining alone, and he had just wrapped up a business dinner. He only joined me for coffee and dessert." I tried to sound as nonchalant as possible. Helena had the habit of making a mountain out of a molehill.
"Just friends, huh?
"Yes, just friends." I smiled down at my pedicurist, Janie. I avoided Helena’s scrutinizing gaze. Janie smiled back at me as if she didn’t believe me either.
"How did you two meet?"
"At Amy’s wedding, actually." 
Helena lowered her voice. "Did you go home with him?"
"Seriously, Helena?" Heat rose up my cheeks, as I looked down at Janie and then at Helena’s pedicurist, Tina.
Helena shooed her hand, lackadaisically. "I googled him today. That man is fine. I just didn’t know he was your type. Andre was black as night. I didn’t know you had a thing for white boys."
"Nothing happened," I stressed. "He gave me a ride home after dinner. That’s it." I downed the rest of my green tea, scolding my tongue in the process. "And you’re right. He’s not my type. I’m not dating guys like that anymore."
"Like what, the rich kind? Oh honey, never ever say that."
Janie belted out a chuckle before clearing her throat and focusing my feet. I pinched the bridge of my nose. "We’re done here. Please, let’s change the subject."
"Fine," Helena said, defensively. "For now."
"Goodness, gracious," I said, on a chuckle.
After a few moments of silence, she said, "So…Keisha reached out. She said she’s been trying to get in touch with you."
"Yeah, I got her messages." Keisha had left numerous messages on my phone. Messages from the television show producer confirmed my suspicions. They were in the middle filming a new season. Keisha wanted to stage a reconciliation of sorts between us as part of her storyline.
"She miscarried," Helena said, as she studied my reaction.
"Women like Keisha shouldn’t procreate."
Helena remained silent, and I refused to look at her. I could feel the pity emanating from her. Helena knew about Raymond and what he did to me. I told her and my dad during a therapy session, soon after moving to Texas. Raymond was swiftly prosecuted. Even though he was now six feet under, having been murdered in prison, he still haunted me in my nightmares.
"Living with her as a mother would have been hell on earth. Especially if the poor kid looked anything like the father." Being my father’s mini-me, I reminded Keisha too much of him. Of his inability to love her and provide her with the life that he so graciously gave to Helena. Helena, however, being a plastic surgeon, didn’t need my father’s wealth. She had a substantial amount of her own.
Helena politely smiled down at Tina, who was busy polishing her toes. I smiled down at Janie, who gave me a wink before continuing to focus on my foot massage. "We’ll talk about this later," Helena said.
She was met with silence. We were not going to talk about this later. I’d spent countless hours in therapy discussing my complicated and dysfunctional relationship with Keisha. She was part of my past. For my peace of mind, she would stay there.
∞∞∞
 
A UNIFORMED MAN STOOD at my threshold, ringing the doorbell. He held a beautiful bouquet of yellow roses. "Hi." I smiled as I approached him, my keys in my hand. 
"Novalee Dumont?" he asked, his face bright with a smile.
"Yes," I beamed. "Wow. They’re beautiful." Three dozen long-stemmed yellow roses were elegantly situated in a crystal vase.
"If you can just sign here, Miss," he said, his brown eyes twinkling as he stared at me.
"Sure." 
"Lucky, guy," he commented, as I signed the pad and took the roses.
"Thank you, Damian," his name tag read. "You have a great day."
"You as well," he said, as he walked back to the elevator.
Upon entering my apartment, I placed the crystal vase on my kitchen island. I plucked the card from its bouquet and opened it, smiling so hard my cheeks hurt. It had been a long time since I’d gotten flowers from any man other than my dad.
Looking forward to Sunday.
Conner
I picked up my phone and sent Conner a text. We had exchanged numbers over dinner last night.
Novalee, 1:31pm
Thanks for the roses. They’re beautiful!
My phone vibrated almost immediately.
Conner, 1:31pm
You’re very welcome.
Novalee, 1:32pm
There’s a café down the street from my place. You wanna meet there?
Conner, 1:32pm
That works. 9:30 okay? I’m flying out in the afternoon.
I pulled a long stem rose out of the crystal vase and held it up to my nose. It smelled divine.
Novalee, 1:32pm
9:30 is fine. I’ll send you the address. What time do you have to board the plane?
It was a gorgeous Saturday afternoon, so I decided to grab a water bottle and head out to my balcony.  I kicked off my shoes and curled up on my cushioned wicker sofa.
Conner, 1:33pm
My jet will wait for me.
Novalee, 1:34pm
Okay, Mr. Money Bags. Such a show-off. Lol.
Conner, 1:34pm
What are you doing right now?
Novalee, 1:35pm
Relaxing on my balcony. Just got back from the spa with my stepmom. What are you doing right now?
Conner, 1:35pm
I’m in the office. In a meeting with the VP and a few of my PMs.
Novalee, 1:35pm
On a Saturday?!?  Man, you suck as a boss. And why are you texting me? They probably think you’re a douche. Texting during a meeting. Smh.
Conner, 1:35pm
Probably. Too bad I don’t give a shit. 
Novalee, 1:36pm
You’re incorrigible.
Conner, 1:36pm
You have no idea.
Novalee, 1:36pm
Smh. Pay attention in your meeting. It’s gorgeous outside! Wrap up that meeting so they can get the heck out of there.
Conner, 1:37pm
Okay, okay. For you, angel.
Angel? I like it.
Novalee, 1:37pm
Goodbye, Conner. See you tomorrow.
Conner, 1:37pm
See you then.
I focused on the sounds of the streets below me and sighed with contentment. Tomorrow was going to be an awesome day. Yes, indeed.




Chapter 4
I STOOD INSIDE MY walk-in closet, scanning the various articles of clothing. I decided on tie-dye multi-colored maxi dress with spaghetti straps. My hair was pulled up in a messy bun which sat high on top of my head, in its natural curly state. After conditioning my skin with shea butter, I applied mascara, eyeliner, and clear lip gloss to complete my look.
The streets were tranquil. Mainly dog walkers, joggers, cyclists, and early riser shoppers were out enjoying the morning spring air. As I crossed the road toward the cafe, I spotted Conner with his back to me and phone to his ear.  I slowed my steps, enjoying the view of him from behind, as he faced the windows of the cafe.  His short-sleeve white henley comfortably stretched across his muscular back. His tailored, faded denim jeans fit his tall, lean frame perfectly. Everything he wore, down to his low-top white Burberry leather sneakers and up to his Patek Philippe wristwatch, screamed understated wealth. I smoothed my hands down the rayon fabric of my dress that clung to my hips and tucked a few stray curly tendrils back up into my bun. Putting a little pep in my step, I headed over to him.
Conner turned to me. I blushed as his piercing gaze drank me in from head to toe. His eyes reflected unfiltered carnality, and his typical hardened facial expression remained intact.  "Just do your fucking job," his snapped at the unfortunate person on the call, his voice impatient and cross. I attempted to take a few steps back, to give him some privacy, only to have my hand clasped and pulled closer to him.
I now stood a few mere inches from him, and he snaked his arm around my waist. I tipped my head back to look up at him. "I don’t give a shit," he said. "Tell Stephanie…" More background chatter from his phone. "Jesus Christ, when does she get back?" More background chatter. "Well, tell Receptionist…" More background chatter. "I don’t give a fuck what her name is. Tell her to overnight the files to the LA. branch." His hand lightly stroked my back as he barked commands into the phone. "Schedule the meeting," he commanded, before disconnecting the call and pocketing his phone.  His hardened mask immediately softened as he looked down at me. "Hey, angel. You look amazing."
He had an uncanny ability to switch between total douche bag to attentive gentleman, within the blink of an eye.  "Hey, yourself," I said, fully aware that I hadn’t stepped back from his embrace, further blurring the friendship lines. "You really call your receptionist Receptionist, and not by her name?"
He shrugged while massaging the nape of my neck. His vivid green eyes were freakishly bright today in the sunlight. "I have no fucking idea what her name is."
"That is outrageous," I lightly admonished. Conner’s hard body felt heavenly up against me. Instead of removing myself from his touch, I rested my hands on his bulging biceps. "You, umm, wanna go in?"
A smile twitched his lips, completely aware of his effect on me. "Let’s go in." After holding the door open for me to enter, he laced our fingers together. A sea of women drank him in, instead of their beverages, with every step we took towards the counter. Conner seemed unfazed as lustful eyes followed his every move. Miriam, our Barista’s name tag read, didn’t even glance my way or acknowledge my presence, too busy eye-boning Conner.  We ordered our coffees, and I retrieved my wallet from my bag. Conner looked down at me like I was an adorable little kitten and snorted a chuckle before handing Miriam his money.
We decided on a small outdoor table shaded by mature trees, which shielded us from the sun. "Always the perfect gentleman," I complimented, as he pulled my chair out for me. 
"Not always," he smirked, as he took his seat across from me.
Oh, mind of mine, get out of the gutter. "I forgot to ask you the other night. Do you know Fatima McKay? She went to high school with you and Quentin."
He took a sip of his coffee, and I couldn’t help but notice his tan forearms. Veins were roped around hard muscle like he spent hours pumping iron. "Yeah, I remember her. Tall black chick, right? Dreads?"
"Yep. She’s my cousin."
"Small world. We didn’t really hang out, but we had a few classes together. I don’t think she liked me very much," he said on a chuckle. "She called me an asshole on more than one occasion."
Laughing, I said, "That sounds like Fatima, alright. Were you acting like an asshole?"
"Probably," he drawled.
I realized that I was staring at his forearms, and then his long fingers as they held on to the coffee cup, for a few seconds too long. I quickly averted my eyes to his face, only to see a slight smile curving his lips. Busted. 
I chewed on my bottom lip, a nervous habit that I had. After clearing my throat and taking a sip of my coffee, I asked, "How well do you know Amy?"
He paused for a beat, his eyes on my lips, before looking into my eyes again. "Well enough, I guess." He scrubbed the palm of his hand along the side of his jaw. "You two close?"
"We’re besties. I’ve known her half of my life."
He nodded wordlessly.
"I met Amy at a time in my life when things were pretty screwed up. She helped me get through a lot of stuff. She’s like a sister to me."
"I didn’t know you two were so close. That’s…that’s great."
Something shifted between us, and an awkward silence filled the air around us. "Were you as surprised as I was when Amy and Quentin became a couple?"
"In a way, yes." He didn’t elaborate. Just coolly observed our surroundings.
I chuckled lightly before continuing.  "I guess one never truly knows how life will turn out and who you’ll end up with."
He grunted his agreement as he took another swallow of his coffee.  He now looked at me, but his eyes were a bit distant…void. I swear he could turn those things off by command. It was fascinating and eerie at the same time.
"Did you hang out at the lake back in high school? I never did. Maybe that’s why you and I never met. My dad was super strict and kept a pretty tight leash on me. I used to be so jealous when Amy would go to the lake. She used to say everyone who was anyone hung out there. Quentin, Maggie, Wesley, and a bunch of other popular kids from Covington and Manchester Prep."
"Wesley?" His eyebrows drew together.
"Yeah, do you know him? I’ve never met him, but I’ve heard a lot about him."
"Oh, yeah?" Curiosity and something else filled his eyes.
"Yeah.  Between you and me, I always thought Quentin and Maggie would have ended up together, and Amy with Wesley." As soon as the words came out of my mouth, I realized that I had divulged way too much information. Seeing that he was Quentin’s BFF, I needed to tread lightly.
"Maggie’s not Quentin’s type," he commented as he shook his head.
I tilted my head. "Really?"  Maggie and Amy look exactly alike.
Conner only shrugged. "Some crazy shit used to go down at the lake. Your father was a smart man, not letting you go. That was no place for a good girl like you. I would have corrupted you." With a faint smirk and the seriousness in his eyes, I believed him.
"Yeah, okay. Whatever." I rolled my eyes, a bit flustered. I’d heard plenty of rumors about those infamous hangouts at the lake.  Fatima told me all about it. Amid seclusion, bored rich kids who were looking for a thrill partook in booze, drugs, and sex. The fact that Conner participated in those outings made me wicked with jealousy, and I did not want to know the details.
"Conner! I thought that was you." A pretty platinum blond of the Playboy Playmate variety was now standing at our table. Though her fake double D boobs screamed bimbo, her Chanel summer dress and Hermes Birkin bag screamed wealthy socialite. "You haven’t called me, mister." She pouted her lips and ran her french manicured fingers through her layered locks. "You look great, as always." She licked her pink painted lips as she smiled flirtatiously at him.
Conner gave a curt nod. "How are you…" He hesitated for a few awkward seconds before continuing. "…Sasha?" I think he honest-to-goodness forgot her name.  I was pleased with this but had a sinking feeling that they had slept together. She looked at him as if she had x-ray vision through his clothing. His body slightly tensed. How could you forget someone’s name that you had sex with?
"I’m great! I’m a lawyer at daddy’s firm now." She rested her hand on his shoulder as she spoke.
Straight-faced, he stared at her hand on his shoulder until she got the hint and removed it. I sat back amused, both hands around my coffee cup. I stared blankly at their interaction. "Sasha, this is my friend Novalee. Novalee, Sasha." He glanced at me apologetically.
Sasha turned to me. "Oh, hello." And the academy award goes to… She appeared to be surprised, as if she hadn’t even known I was there. Her facial features were marred with surprise, then jealousy, then smugness, but she quickly recovered. Her painted lips stretched into a tight smile.
"Nice to meet you…Sasha, is it?" I learned how to be nice - nasty from the best…Helena. I smiled a natural smile, while my eyes said tread carefully, Sasha.
In three seconds flat, her gray eyes sized me up from head to toe, focusing on my dark hair with narrowed eyes, before averting her attention back to Conner. A very tense Conner. His face placid, but his body language, rigid. They absolutely had sex. And she was totally his type.
"Take care, Sasha."  Conner effectively dismissed her.
"Maybe we can get together soon. To, you know, catch up. It’s been weeks. That’s far too long."
Their hookup was recent? I arched an eyebrow. Conner slightly winced.
"Yeah, that’s not going to happen," Conner said to an instantly crestfallen Sasha.
Sasha looked between the two of us, and then to Conner’s hand, as it found my hand across the table, and clasped it. My hand was limp in his. Sasha held her chin up high. "Nice to meet you, Novalyn."
"Likewise, Sidney." I innocently smiled.
"Jesus fucking Christ. Just go," Conner’s authoritative voice bit out, exasperation oozing from him in waves.
Looking affronted, Sasha turned on her heels and sashayed away. I removed my hand from his immediately.
"Sorry about that." He gazed for a reaction from me. I didn’t give him one. My face remained indifferent.
I casually sipped my coffee. "Female acquaintance?"
"Yes, someone from my past."
Recent past. What Conner did, and with who he did it with, didn’t concern me and shouldn’t have bothered me the way it did. The emotions brewing inside of me were unsettling. His eyes were still on me as I pulled out my phone and glanced at the time. "Today was fun, Conner. But I should get going. I have a ton of studying to do." 
"Umm, sure. Yeah, okay." We discarded our cups in a nearby trash bin. "Did you walk here?" He put his hand on the small of my back as we walked towards the street.
"Yeah." I looked up at the bright, cloudless, blue sky, then at the pedestrians who passed us on the sidewalk. I looked any and everywhere but at him. 
"I’ll walk you."
"Okay, cool."
We walked side by side, his hands in his pockets, mine holding on to my purse strap. 
"I have a past, Novalee. I’ve never been a saint. Never claimed to be."
I slowed my steps to a halt, and we turned to face one another. I folded my arms across my chest. I looked up into his lucent green eyes. Really looked into them, which I’d tried not to do, afraid of what I might actually see there. To my dismay, I saw nothing. Emptiness stared back at me.
"You don’t owe me an explanation, Conner. We’re just friends, remember. You can screw your way through the greater state of Texas for all I…" I couldn’t even finish that sentence. I did care. A great deal. Too much so.
A group of people passed us wearing matching family reunion shirts. I stepped closer to Conner, to allow them to pass.
"Excuse me. Would you mind taking a picture of us?" The fanny-pack wearing woman asked, extending her disposable camera towards me.
I smiled as I reached for the camera.
"We’re busy here," Conner gruffly said, not even sparing her a glance.
The woman’s smile faltered as she stepped back. "Of course, I will," I assured her, before looking back at a slow brooding Conner. He was simmering like he was about to erupt at any moment.
The woman looked back and forth between the two of us. My smiling face and Conner’s scowling one. "Everyone stand closer together," I called out to the family. She smiled warmly at me before rolling her eyes at Conner.  I stifled a laugh.
Conner stood off to the side, and I felt his stare burning into my back. I took my time, snapping shots, having the family pose in different ways. Finally, I handed the woman back her camera.
"Thank you, honey," she said before she and her group walked away.
I turned back to Conner. "Let’s get something straight. You don’t speak for me," I said, even-toned and calm. He arched an eyebrow and cocked his head to the side. "You’re an asshole. It seems to be embedded in you. And I get it. I figure you’re used to having people fawn all over you. You’re a shot caller. A boss. I accept that. But when you’re with me, you need to tone down your inner asshole. Capeesh?"
In a matter of seconds, a flurry of emotions etched across his face. First shock, then anger, and then…arousal? He snaked an arm around me, while his other arm caged me in, against the wall of a storefront.
"What the hell?" My words were cut off when he crashed his mouth into mine and forcefully parted my lips with his tongue. I submitted under his kiss. He tasted minty and like fresh coffee. His kiss was aggressive, and our tongues desperately wrestled with one another’s. As our kiss deepened, he fiercely gripped my hair. No doubt, my bun was now a lopsided mess. That pissed me off, provoking me to part my mouth from his, but not before sinking my teeth, hard, into his bottom lip.  His response? His throbbing erection grew even more firm, and he bit my lip harder, dragging his teeth across my bottom lip before releasing it.
Our breaths were haggard. His hand, still in my hair. His arm, still caging me in. His body pressed against mine. My arms, still by my sides.
"I’m fucking crazy for you, Novalee," he said, his voice a low growl, as he pressed his forehead to mine. Someone in the distance called out, "Get a room. They’re families out here!" Which led to Conner flip them his middle finger, without even sparing a glance.
"This will never work. Let’s not kid ourselves," I said, our foreheads still touching.
"Why not?" Both his hands were now caressing my cheeks.
"I’m not the girl you’re supposed to be with it, Conner. And you’re not the guy that I’m supposed to be with." I looked up at him, desperately trying to break the connection, the spell that he seemed to have over me. He stepped back, maybe an inch, and stood up straight to his full height. I had to get through to him. Show him that we were not a good fit. "When’s the last time you had sex?" I boldly asked.
He didn’t skip a beat, didn’t falter at all, as he looked me in my eyes and responded. "Two weeks ago."
Ouch. That wasn’t supposed to hurt. However, I remained stoic. "So, a week before you met me, you had sex with someone. Was it Sasha?"
"Does it matter? I didn’t know you then."
"Wow." I deflated. Images that I didn’t want swam around in my head.
"You have a very active sex life. And that’s okay. You’re an attractive young single man. But you also love variety. And that’s where we’d have a problem."
He adamantly shook his head, looking down at his feet. "I don’t give a shit about those other women; they don’t give a shit about me."
"That’s not very comforting, Conner. You’ve known me for a week. You unapologetically told me all about the whole ‘no commitment, no expectations’ way you live your life. I can’t have any parts of that."
"I’m not a cheater, Novalee. I won’t fuck you over like he did," he said, defensively.
"But you’re a womanizer. You change women faster than most people change their sheets."
He winced, and his jaw ticked. "I’m not a liar. Yeah, I may have an …unwholesome past. I’m the type of guy that your father warned you about. I’m a selfish prick with entitlement issues. I’m fucking privileged and don’t apologize for it. And I’ve never given a shit about what anyone thinks of me. Until I met you. You’re fucking under my skin. I want to please you, and not just with my dick."
With that less than stellar review of himself, I should have run for the hills. But instead, I let my heart and hormones do the talking. I felt my cheeks heat and knew my fair skin was reddening. I shook my head. "Conner, I…" I trailed off.  "The breakup with Andre was worse than you think."
"What do you mean, worse than I think? Did he hurt you, physically?" I could feel the lethal rage emanating off him, as his eyes bore into me.
I shook my head. He visibly relaxed.
"Do you still love him?"
"No," I answered without skipping a beat.
"Good, but not that it mattered. I would have made you forget all about him." He grazed his knuckles along my jaw and rubbed the pad of his thumb along my bottom lip.
"I walked in on him having sex with someone else. With my mother." I couldn’t look him in the eye. But it was time he knew the truth about me. That I was probably unlovable. My dad and stepmother loved me, sure. But the woman who gave birth to me? And the man who I’d planned to spend the rest of my life with?  I wasn’t worth it, to either one of them.
"Fuck," he drawled. I wanted to disappear. "Hey," he said, tilting my chin up toward him. "You’re amazing, you know that? The fact that you went through that, and you still shine the way you do, lets me know that they didn’t break you."
I didn’t see pity when I scanned his face. I saw admiration. I saw fascination. I saw passion. "Could you really let go of all the Sashas in your life?"
"They were just casual fucks. Nothing more, nothing less. No dates. No meeting the parents. None of that bullshit." His honesty was brutal and disconcerting. "But I wouldn’t mind those things with you." He tugged on my hair tie, releasing my bun, causing my hair to spill out around my shoulders. He slowly and leisurely racked his fingers through my hair. "You make me want different things," he said, the words seemingly foreign to him.
This wasn’t the type of man that my parents had in mind for me. This wasn’t the type of man that I had in mind for myself. But obviously, I had a hard head because I didn’t want to play it safe. The truth of the matter was, he made me want different things too. My uncomplicated life now seemed achingly lackluster.
I was tired of fighting the connection that I had with this man. Consequences be damned. "What do you want from me?" It was barely a whisper. My voice was thick with emotion, as I studied his gorgeous face.
A slow seductive smile curved on his lips. "I want you to be mine. Only mine. And I want to be yours. Only yours. And I want to consume you in every fucking way." Consume as in devour or as in devastate? 
"I’m not ready to sleep with you. I need to make sure that what we have is not like what you had with the others. So, either you use your hand for the time being, or we’ll be done. I’ll leave you forever if you cheat on me." I meant every word and emphasized it slowly so that there was no confusion.
"For the millionth fucking time, I would never cheat on you," he said with equal emphasis, and no heat in his voice.
My gut told me to believe him. That he was a lot of things, but a cheater was not one of them. "One week, Conner. We’ve only known each other for one week. This seems quite impulsive."
"You’re not ready." It wasn’t a question he asked, but rather a statement.
"I don’t think you’re ready, Conner. And that’s okay. We can just be friends. No rush."
"I don’t want to be your friend. I’m not that guy. I want all of you." He wrapped a curly lock of my hair around his finger. My insides turned to mush.
"When’s the last time you were even in a committed relationship?" Surely, he’s had at least one serious relationship before.
"Tenth grade. I was sixteen. There was a girl back in Pennsylvania. It wasn’t that deep. She’s a great girl, though. Married now with three kids," he said very matter of factly.
Goodness. It was worse than I thought. One high school relationship in all his twenty-seven years? "You really wanna do this, huh?" I was about to go against all logic and jump in with both feet.  I chewed on my bottom lip, as thoughts of sweet surrender consumed me.
"I really want to do this."
"Novalee!" My next-door neighbor called out. Her Labrador Retriever pranced up to me and began sniffing around my ankles. Conner rolled his eyes but wisely remained silent. He stepped back and allowed me to bend down and scratch Tyson behind his ears.
Susan was a forty-year-old real-life version of Ariel from The Little Mermaid, with long flowing auburn hair and a songbird voice to match. She tugged at Tyson’s collar. "I’m sorry y’all. Didn’t mean to interrupt."
"No worries!" I gave Tyson a final ear scratch before standing. "Conner, this is Susan, my next-door neighbor. Susan, this is Conner, my boyfriend." Conner blinked, stunned, I think, before snaking his arm around me and kissing me full on my mouth, sans tongue. After giving me one of his panty-dropping smiles, he extended his hand to Susan. "Very nice to meet you, Susan." At the sound of his deep tenor voice, she damn near swooned, causing me to stifle a laugh.
Susan beamed, appreciation evident in her eyes, as she perused Conner. She then looked at me with glee in her eyes and winked. "Very nice to meet you too, Conner. But I know who you are. I always stay at your hotels whenever I travel. I hear you just moved back from New York?"
"Yes, ma’am."
"Well, good for you. That city just seems so cold, and I don’t mean the weather. Oh, where are my manners? This is my baby, Tyson." Tyson’s tongue lolled, and Conner awkwardly patted his head." It was clear to Susan and me that Conner wasn’t a dog person. When Tyson began to sniff at Conner’s crotch, Susan pulled Tyson back by his collar. Conner brushed off his jeans with a disgusted look on his face.
"I’m so sorry about that. Looks like Tyson likes you. He’s very observant." Susan winked at me again. "Novalee, we’ll have to do lunch this week," she said as Tyson pulled her away, growling at a passing man. "See," Susan whispered. "I bet that guy is a jack ass." She waved at us, as Tyson pulled her along.
"She’s a little eccentric, but –"
Conner lifted me off my feet, our bodies pressed together, and he kissed me passionately. As our tongues stroked, my pulse quickened. He let out a carnal groan in my mouth, which made me cream in my panties. He slowly released his hold on me, and I slid down his long, lean body before my feet were planted on the ground.
"Come to L.A. with me," he asked as we approached my building.
"I can’t miss school. I have exams coming up before spring break." We strolled towards the elevator together, hand in hand.
"Are you free next weekend?  I’ll send the jet back for you."
It was so tempting, but I wasn’t going to just drop everything at the last minute. "I can’t. Next weekend is my dad’s birthday, and we’re going out to dinner. The weekend after that, Fatima and I are going to a concert. When will you be back?"
"I’m not sure. Two to three weeks tops."
I wrapped my arms around his waist as we stood and waited for the elevator. "If you’re still there for a third weekend, I’ll join you." That seemed to appease him a little.
We made out fervidly in the elevator, all the way up to the sixth floor. Our faces were flushed when we exited the elevator and his erection, massive. I was frazzled and completely turned on. I smoothed a hand down my curls, and he adjusted himself.  Upon approaching my door, we were frantically kissing again, him gripping my backside, and my hands threading through his silky strands of hair. "I don’t think it’s a good idea for you to come in," I said against his mouth.
He nodded, and his eyes closed briefly, as we steadied our breaths.  "Right. Okay." He pressed his lips to my forehead and gave me the gentlest of kisses.
"I want you, Conner." I ran a hand down his shirt, feeling the hard ridges of his abdominal muscles. "But it’s too soon for me."
"It’s okay," he assured me as he smiled softly. "You’re worth the wait." We kissed some more but parted from each other before things got carried away.
I exhaled deeply and wrapped my arms around myself, as I watched him walk toward the elevator. "I’ll call you when I land."  He stepped inside the opened elevator doors.
"I look forward to it," I said, leaning against my doorframe.
Once inside my place, I rested my forehead against my door.  I needed some musical therapy, stat. Scrolling through my phone, I found just the song. Leela James’ soulful voice crooned Fall For You out of my surround sound, singing all the words that were bottled up in my heart.




Chapter 5
BY THE THIRD WEEKEND of Conner’s business trip, I was crushing pretty hard for him and couldn’t wait to see him in person. I looked forward to our daily text messages and nightly video chats. We talked about work, family facts, future aspirations, sports, and past college antics. Things we didn’t discuss - exes and childhoods. Neither one of us asked, and the other didn’t volunteer information.
During his time in Los Angeles, his picture was frequently posted in the gossip blogs. He attended various red-carpet functions, sans the usual arm candy. The blogs were beginning to call Conner a bore, due to the sudden decrease in salacious nights that usually involved a hot chick by his side.  I kept my schedule open during his final weekend in L.A., hoping that he would re-extend the invitation for me to join him. That invite never came. Seems like much hadn’t changed since high school. While others were out partying the night away on a Friday night, I was home alone, sitting in front of my sewing machine in my p.j.s.
It was getting late, and I hadn’t heard from Conner all day. I shook off my melancholy, refusing to let his absence dictate my mood. Deciding that I had had enough of looking over at my phone and willing it to ring, I headed for my vanity mirror. Today had been a long day, its evidence marred on my pale face and puffy eyes. I decided to apply a charcoal face mask before brushing my teeth. The buzzing of my cell phone indicated an incoming message. The giddiness I felt made me sick. Hearing or not hearing from Conner shouldn't have impacted my mood the way it did. Yet, here I was, with my toothbrush in my mouth, rushing to my phone which sat on my bed.
Conner, 12:43am
Are you up?
Novalee, 12:43am
Yeah. Still up.
Conner, 12:43am
Skype?
Novalee, 12:45am
Sure. Give me 10 minutes.
After scrubbing my face, I inspected my curls that were carelessly plopped on top of my head, secured by hair clips. Dressed in my usual bedtime attire, a cotton tank and knit shorts, I grabbed my laptop and headed to bed. My cell phone vibrated beside me. A message from Fatima had come through.  I absentmindedly swiped my phone and pressed play on her video message.
Her cell phone camera rotated around a packed nightclub. Sweaty bodies swayed, twerked, and two-stepped to Nicki Minaj’s Feeling Myself, which boomed loudly from the disc jockey’s speakers. Suddenly Fatima’s face appeared on the screen while she danced and chanted along to the lyrics.  A Chris Brown look-a-like with a neck tattoo gyrated behind her, kissing on her neck, and whispering in her ear, before the video clip ended.
Novalee, 12:56am
I see you’re having fun. Be safe!  Love you!
As I pressed send, a Skype notification appeared on my laptop. I adjusted my screen and answered the call.  Conner appeared on screen in all his sexy glory. I had an incredibly mouth-watering view of the top portion of his bare chest before he adjusted the screen to view his face.  His hair was damp and unruly, seemingly from a fresh shower.  The stubble on his chiseled face was darker than he usually kept it. His eyes looked tired.  "Did I wake you?" he asked, in a gravelly voice cloaked with sleepiness.
"No, I was up sewing. Another long day at the office?"
He scrubbed his hand over his jaw. "No. I took a personal day."
"Oh, that’s good." My insecurities haunted me. He took the day off, yet was too busy to call me? I hated the neediness that I had developed over the last few weeks.
He brought a tumbler up to his lips. He swallowed a few big gulps of amber fluid. I offered a sad smile. "Wanna talk about it?" I asked, sensing his somber mood.
"Not really. I just wanted to see your face, hear your voice." He refilled his glass, revealing a bottle of expensive bourbon. "Tell me about your day," he urged, as he focused on pouring.
I paused, debating on how to proceed with this conversation. "I aced my Pediatric Dentistry exam today. And after I work, I spent most of the evening in front of my sewing machine."
"That’s cool, babe. And congrats on the exam." He downed the tumbler’s contents.
"How much have you had to drink?" I asked.
He only shrugged. "Today was a shitty day for me. But I don’t want to talk about." He brushed his fingers across his computer screen. "You’re so fucking beautiful, you know that?" He slurred his words ever so slightly, but he maintained his composure as he downed another glass of bourbon. "I have to stay out here for one more day. There have been a few hiccups with the Yorba Linda project. I have to hash some things out with the city commissioner tomorrow night over dinner."
"That’s unfortunate." Worry gnawed at me. What happened today that had provoked him to drink excessively?
"Can I see you on Sunday?" he asked. "I fly back that morning."
"I’d like that."
"Maybe we can go on a real date. Have dinner or go to a movie. Some shit like that." His hand still grasped the bottle of bourbon when he scratched his eyebrow with the tip of his finger.
"A real date, huh?  That sounds nice. How about you come over to my place on Sunday? I’ll cook dinner for us."
"You cook?" he asked before taking a swig from the bottle. My smile faltered. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.
"Yeah, I’m a pretty good cook. Any dietary restrictions?" Guys with bodies like Conner’s probably only drank icky protein shakes and raw vegetables.
"Nope. I’ll eat whatever you serve." My thighs clenched. "What can I bring?" His eyes were droopy.
"Nothing, just yourself, sober," I quipped.
"I’m sorry, babe." He tossed the now empty bottle aside. "I fucked up, didn’t I?"
"I’m worried about you, that’s all. You said you don’t wanna talk about it, yet you call me while getting shit-faced."
He snorted out a laugh. "You sound fucking adorable when you curse." I didn’t find it amusing, and the look on my face must have alerted him to that fact. "I’m sorry," he said, in a more serious tone. "I shouldn’t have called you." The camera moved out of focus for a moment, then refocused on his face, his cheek resting on a pillow. He appeared to be lying on his side, on the mattress. "I fucked up. Just don’t be mad. I’m a fuck up."
My face contorted in pain, as I looked at Conner through my screen. I ran my fingers along the image of his face, and he did the same, dragging his fingers along mine. His blinks became slower, as his heavy-laden eyes focused on me. I assured him, "I’m not mad at you." I’m sad for you. I mimicked his posture, lying down and situating my laptop beside my pillow.
"I really wanna fuck you," he said, dispassionately. "I can’t wait to feel your pussy around my dick. I bet it’s so goddamn tight." His pale green eyes looked otherworldly, like vampire eyes glowing in the dark. "The things I’m going to do to you, Novalee. You have no fucking idea." The tone of his voice was impersonal, and wickedness shone in his jeweled eyes.
This would have been hot if he wasn’t plastered drunk. Nevertheless, I was instantly aroused. "Conner, you’re drunk right now. Maybe we should continue this conversation when you’re sober."
He let out a sardonic laugh. "Such a good girl, and I’m such a sick bastard. If I were a better man, I would leave you alone. But I can’t. I’m won’t. Instead, I’m going to fuck that pretty little mouth of yours until you choke on my dick." My breath caught in my chest. "Then I’m going to fuck that tight pussy of yours, before I fuck that sweet ass of yours. I’m going to ravish your body, angel. With my fingers, with my tongue, and with my dick."
My hand was now in my panties, and I rubbed the sensitive parts of me. "Oh, really?  Well, I don’t do back door."
His mouth curved sardonically. "Don’t worry. I won’t rush you. I’ll use my tongue and my fingers first, until you beg for it."
My nipples were hard as diamonds, rubbing against my white tank. "So arrogant."
"It’s only fair."
"What’s only fair?" I asked, breathlessly.
"You’ve ruined me for every other woman. It’s only fair that I ruin you for every other man." His eyes dilated to a smoky gray.  "I’m addicted to you, and we haven’t even fucked yet. I haven’t even tasted your sweet pussy yet. Which, by the way, I’m going to need to do every fucking day, angel."
"You’re a sex fiend." My breath quickened as I savored his words while enjoying the close-up view of his flawless face.
"Why do people always say that?" he asked, the slur of his words thickening under his alcohol-induced stupor. "Don’t get me wrong," he said, as he closed his eyes, "I love to fuck, but I also fuck to forget." My hand stilled in my panties. It felt as if a cold bucket of water had been thrown on my libido. "You’re like an angel. So pure," he said. His eyes now opened to slits. He hesitated for a moment before asking, "How do I do it?"
"Do what, babe?" My voice croaked, and I furrowed my brows.
"Forget," he answered with a tormented look on his face.  "How the fuck do I forget? It’s all so fucked up." He closed his eyes again. "Every goddamn day. So fucked up."  His breathing slowed; his mouth slightly agape.
A teardrop leaked out of the corner of my eye and landed on my pillow. Then another tear from the opposite eye, trailing across the bridge of my nose. "Conner?" He didn’t answer, the only sound coming from him was a light snore. I watched his sleeping face, his model-esque features now relaxed. My boyfriend was a beautiful, tortured soul. I ran my fingertips along the screen again, outlining the planes of his face.
I didn’t disconnect the call that night. I snuggled under my blankets, still facing the laptop.  His light snores lulled me into a deep slumber.
∞∞∞
 
RETCHING NOISES STARTLED ME awake. The laptop shone brightly in my eyes, and it took me a while to focus. The Skype call was still connected, but Conner was no longer in view. I sat up in bed and placed the laptop on my lap. Rubbing the sleep out of my eyes, I squinted and read the time on my screen. 7:25am. The sound of a toilet flushing was followed by the sound of running water from a faucet.  Soon after, Conner appeared on screen, resting his head against the headboard of his bed. His skin was pale, his eyes sunken. His bed-hair was tousled. "Hey, babe," he said with a gruff voice.
"Good morning." I yawned. 
"I feel like I’ve been hit by a Mack truck." He massaged his temples with his fingers.
I pouted my lips, feeling genuinely sorry for his condition. I’d been there before, numbing my pain with alcohol. Was Conner mourning over another woman?  Did someone irrevocably betray his trust? What was he trying to forget?
"I don’t really remember much from last night. Was I a total ass?"
I blinked a couple of times before responding. "Do you remember anything about our conversation last night?"
"No. What happened? Was I a dick to you?" He looked concerned.
"No. Just drunk. We didn’t talk for long. You fell asleep."
He scrubbed his face and raked his fingers through his mane. "Conner, you worried me last night."
"I didn’t mean to worry you. I’m fine. Just a bad day. That’s all."
We had only known each other for about a month. I didn’t expect him to divulge all his deepest and darkest secrets, after such a short time. Conner seemed like a proud man who detested vulnerability. Hopefully, in time, he would let me in. And hopefully, in time, I would do the same. "Take a couple of Advil and drink lots of water. I hope you won’t be too hungover during your dinner with the commissioner tonight."
"Nothing I can’t handle."
I had so many questions. "I have to be at work soon. I’d better get ready."
"Okay. I’ll see you tomorrow when I get back."
"Can’t wait. Take care of yourself. Have a safe flight."
After we disconnected, my phone vibrated.
Amy, 7:35am
Miss you lots!
Novalee, 7:36am
Hey hun!  Miss you too! Hope you're having a great time.  Can’t wait to see you! There’s so much I have to tell you.  So much has happened.
Amy, 7:37am
What’s going on?  Sounds juicy. Meet a guy?
Novalee, 7:37am
I have, and you know him. Too much to tell over text. This conversation must be had f2f.
Amy, 7:42am
Come on! No name? You have to give me something!
Novalee, 7:42am
Ok. Ok. Conner Brathwaite.
I stared at my phone, watching the dots swim around on my screen. Amy was forming a reply, but the dots stopped, and the message never came through. I yawned and snuggled back between my sheets for a few minutes, before heading to the shower.
∞∞∞
 
THE SAUSAGE AND CHICKEN jambalaya simmered on the stove. I checked on the consistency of the whiskey sauce for my bread pudding and turned off the stove burner.  The Cajun spices from the jambalaya seeped through every room of my apartment.
While setting the table, I called Fatima. She was a bit leery of Conner and I being an item, fearing that his womanizing days were not far behind him. "If you like him, I love him. But if he hurts you, I’m going to fuck him up," she warned.
"I’m a big girl, cousin." I folded the last dinner napkin before heading to the bathroom. I gave myself a once-over and applied an extra coat of nude gloss to my lips.
"What are you wearing?"
"I’m wearing a mini black wrap dress with a deep V neckline."
"Okay, cousin. I see you, boo. You should wear those gold heeled sandals that you bought last week."
"Great minds think alike. I have them on right now."  
"I’m dying over here! Send me a pic!"
"Okay. One sec." I puckered my lips and took a selfie. "Check your phone. I just sent it."
"Okay, hold up."
I spritzed myself with some perfume while I waited for Fatima’s critique. "Damn, girl. Conner will be weak in the knees."
"I look okay?"  
"Yass!  I’m loving how you’re channeling your inner diva. Big hair, don’t care. But you need to swap out that gloss for some red lipstick."
"Yeah, I think you’re right." I replaced my black septum piercing with a gold one, before wiping my gloss off and applying a cherry red lip liner and red matte lipstick.
Fatima and I chatted some more while I touched up my hair and makeup. I sent her another selfie with my final look, to which she approved. "Save me some leftovers, by the way. Your cooking is always on point."
"I got you," I giggled. "I’ll call you later tonight."
"Call me tomorrow. You may be a little preoccupied tonight."
Just then, the doorbell rang. "Fatima, he’s here. I’ll call you later, okay?"
"Okay, bet. Talk to you tomorrow. Bye, cousin. Get some!" she called out before I disconnected the call.
I walked out to the living room and lit a scented candle. I then turned on some music from my playlist. Bilal’s Never Be The Same played at a low decibel. The soft sounds resounded throughout my twelve hundred square foot apartment. I took a deep, steadying breath and opened the front door. For a moment, Conner’s eyes were focused on his wrist, as he adjusted his limited edition Gronefeld Tourbillon Parallax wristwatch. When he casually looked up at me, he froze momentarily, stunned in silence. My body immediately heated under his lustful gaze.
"Hey," he said.
"Hey, yourself."
"You look fucking amazing," he said as his sharp eyes traveled up and down my body. His show-stopping good looks made the pulse in my neck quicken. His jaw was smooth and clean-shaven, which only made his immaculate features more pronounced. His smooth face, sans his usual stubble, gave the false appearance of a proper genial man. But those eyes…there was nothing proper in the way they looked at me.
"Thank you." I shyly smiled, taking him in from head to toe. "Please, come in. Welcome to the inside of mi casa." I stepped aside, and he walked into my apartment. Its spacious open floor plan now seemed too small. As soon as I closed the door, he pulled me into a hot, erotic kiss that melted my insides. His lips were so soft, his tantalizing tongue mingling with mine. We kissed until we were both breathless.
Conner wore dark denim jeans and a long-sleeve black henley, with his sleeves pushed up exposing his forearms. His unruly mane was loosely finger-combed back, just the way I liked it.
"It smells great in here. What’s for dinner?"
"Sausage and chicken jambalaya, my great grandmother’s recipe. For dessert, I made a whiskey bread pudding." I headed to the stove to check on the jambalaya before turning back to him. "Would you like a glass of wine?"  Conner was standing in front of the mantel, holding a framed picture of Amy and me. We were about fourteen years old in the photo, posing with Minnie Mouse ears on, in front of Disneyland’s Sleeping Beauty Castle.
"Sure." He put the picture back on the mantel before joining me in the kitchen.
I stepped onto a footstool, attempting to reach for wine glasses in the upper cabinet.
"Here, let me help you." His voice was directly behind me. His close proximity to my back sent shivers down my spine. Calm down, Novalee. Conner reached up and retrieved two wine glasses. The scent of his cologne caused me to discreetly breathe him in, while momentarily closing my eyes.
"Thanks. Short girl problems." I stepped off the stool, now eye level to his chest. I reached out and touched his smooth cheek with the palm of my hand. I needed to feel his skin. "I like this. You almost look like a gentleman."
"We wouldn’t want that, now would we?" He kissed the inside palm of my hand. "Turn around. I have something for you."
"So bossy," I said, a smirk on my lips. He arched a brow, and I did as he commanded and turned around.
His body pressed against mine, allowing me to feel every part of him. I snuggled back into the warmth of his body. I wanted him, but I’d already decided that I was not going to sleep with him tonight. Although my body was all in, my mind told me that we were not ready.
"Pull your hair up," he softly commanded. I obliged, and he placed a translucid, violet gemstone pendant necklace around my neck and fastened it. His fingertips brushed the nape of my neck.
"This is beautiful! I’m not familiar with this particular stone." I rubbed the smooth stone between my thumb and pointer finger. It was weighted, the diameter of the rock larger than a nickel.
"It’s a Taaffeite stone. It’s one of the rarest gemstones in the world. It’s considered to be a million times rarer than a diamond."  The pendant was secured around my neck by a thin black leather cord.
"I love it," I beamed and turned to face him.
A few gentle smooches quickly transformed into longer sensual kisses, which led to heated erotic tongue strokes.
I moaned in his mouth as he squeezed my backside. "You ready to eat?" I managed to say between kisses.
He arched a brow, a mischievous gleam brewing in his eyes.
"Dinner, Conner," I emphasized, a smile splitting across my face.
"Dinner. Right," he smirked. I stood on my tippy toes and kissed him once more.
He gathered the wine glasses, a corkscrew, and the chilled white wine from the fridge. He poured wine into our glasses, and I prepared our plates.
I watched with anticipation as he put a spoonful of jambalaya into his delectable mouth.
"This is the best damn jambalaya I’ve ever tasted," he said, before taking another spoonful.
Pride swelled in my chest. I beamed and dug in.
After our main course, I brought out the whiskey bread pudding and garnished it with powdered sugar. I placed Conner’s dessert in front of him, and he pulled me onto his lap. I brought the spoon up to his mouth and fed him. Seductively, I dabbed a bit of bread pudding across his lips with his spoon, before running my tongue along the seam of his mouth. He repaid me by smearing a morsel of the bread pudding on my collarbone and down my low neckline before licking it off.
After dessert and our sugary make-out session, we decided to head out to my balcony. We stood side by side against the balcony railing, each sipping on a glass of white wine.  A comfortable silence sat between us, and a calm settled over me. Yesterday’s conversation kept replaying in my mind, making me aroused, intrigued, and melancholy, all at the same time.
After finishing our wine, he took my wine glass from me and placed them both on a side table. "I don’t want to fuck this up," he said, as we turned to face one another. Instinctively, I pressed my body up against his, splaying my palms across his hard chest, and tipped my head back to look up at him. I was torn between focusing on his lips, his eyes, or the entire compass of his face, as he spoke. "It’s taking every fiber in my being not to bend you over this railing and fuck you until you cum." I clenched my thighs at his confession. "But I’m trying to show you that I’m here for the long haul and not for just a quick lay." He’d just addressed my fears head-on. My worst fear was us having sex, and in the end, him treating me like he treated the others. It would utterly wreck me.
"I appreciate you saying that." Your track record intimidates the hell out of me. What if I’m not good enough? Pressing my lips to his, I parted his mouth with the gentle coaxing of my tongue.
"So damn beautiful," he murmured into my mouth, as he cradled the sides of my face with his large hands.
It seemed a bit surreal, how safe I felt Conner. He was flawed, but who wasn’t? He had secrets. Was potentially a sex addict. And based on last night, he possibly had a drinking problem. He was undoubtedly an arrogant rich asshole. He was bossy and rude to strangers. I knew my father would never approve of him. But over the last month, he’d inched his way into my heart in a way that no one ever had.  After Marcus and I stopping sleeping with each other, I realized that mediocre companionship was not for me. I vowed to stay single until the one found me. I just never imagined he would come packaged as Conner Brathwaite. 
My nerve endings sizzled as we kissed, and my panties grew damp. "Conner," I moaned into his mouth. "Are you sure? I mean, really sure that you want to do this?" I wanted…no, I needed to be sure that he wanted this. Wanted us. I could get lost in this man. I wanted to give him a way out before I fell head over heels in love with him.
His expression softened. "I’m sure." He brushed his lips against my forehead. "I’ve never been so sure about anything in my life. Just give me a chance. I know you’re much too good for me. Fuck. I don’t even deserve you." He avoided eye contact with me momentarily and focused his eyes downward at our joined hands. "I’m selfish. I told you that. You’re so innocent. So pure. You don’t have an evil bone in your body. And I’ve done terrible things in my life. But maybe… maybe, this is my redemption. Meeting you." I searched his pained face, silently beckoning him to look at me. And he did. His eyes were a bright, brilliant green. "I didn’t expect this. Didn’t even want it. But now, I fucking need it, like I need air."
I looked up at Conner and thought to myself, I’m a goner. This will probably end badly. My heart had already been broken. Endured enough pain to last a lifetime. Yet here I was, willing to put it all on the line, all over again.
Conner looked down at me with rare vulnerability in his eyes. Yep, this was so going to happen, and I wouldn’t fight it. I was tired of trying to please everyone but myself. I tried to please Keisha, craving a nurturing relationship with her that I never got. I tried to please my parents, never wanting them to regret taking me in. I tried to please Andre, being a ride or die chick, forcing my heart to catch up with my head. Conner said he was selfish. I envied that. I wanted to be selfish, for once.
The differences between us were evident. I knew those around us would stare and speculate. Conner was perceived as a southern billionaire from a prestigious wealthy family. At twenty-seven, it was only a matter of time before he would quit his playboy "citified" ways and marry a woman of like-mind and of the same ethnic background. She would be an upstanding socialite with the proper pedigree and plenty of zeros behind her family fortune.
I, on the other hand, was the daughter of an educated elite black family but was finding myself, my big hair and nose piercing the talk of our small circle. The plan for me was to trade in my hippy dresses for a Donna Karan one. I would replace my nose piercing for a pearl necklace. I would tame my curls into silken tresses. I would eventually settle down with an IBM – ideal black man, someone picked explicitly by my parents. 
Yet, here we were. Our two worlds were colliding, and I couldn’t be more game.
Marsha Ambrosius’ Lose Myself crooned from the speakers inside my apartment.  "My want for you is so intense, and it scares the hell out of me." The words spilled out of my mouth, unbridled. "This is all so new and so unexpected." Our bodies were close, so close that I could feel the outline of his muscular chest and the ridges of his abs.
"I’m all in. I want everyone to know," he said with resolve.
That’s all I needed to hear, apparently. I fisted Conner’s shirt and kissed him hard, expressing all the things I felt for him but was not yet ready to say. So lost in our kiss, I was caught off guard when he effortlessly swooped me up in his arms. Never once did our mouths separate, as he carried me back inside and laid me on my sofa.
Conner was now on top of me, and I eagerly wrapped my legs around his waist. My hands roamed underneath his shirt, my nails scraping along his muscular back. Conner traced kisses from my throat, to my collarbone, to the swells of my breasts.
"I won’t take this all the way. I know you’re not ready," he said, the deep timbers of his voice provoking me on to ground my center against the swell of his cock.
I nodded, relieved that he understood.  "But I want to feel my skin against yours." My voice sounded needy and breathless to my own ears.
He expertly unwrapped my dress, exposing my bare skin. I was braless. Only a black barely-there thong covered my sex. "You’re beautiful," Conner said, as he looked down at me.
"I... I know they’re probably not as big as you’re used to."
"Don’t do that. You’re perfect," he reinterred. He looked at me with so much desire, my womb clenched. I grabbed the hem of his shirt, pulling it up and over his head, revealing a sculpted six-pack, hard pectorals, and muscles wrapped around his shoulders and arms. Oh. My. Goodness. He was truly drool-worthy.
"Ah, God!" I cried out, as his hot mouth enveloped my nipple. He was needy with my breasts, as if feasting on his last meal.  He swirled and flicked his tongue against my nipples, showering both breasts with equal attention.
"So fucking hot," he growled.
His erection was straining against his jeans, digging into my center.  A tiny bit of fear and a whole lot of excitement bit at my core, at the sheer size of it. It felt massive, even while restrained underneath his denim.
I gripped the locks of his hair and pulled him back up to my mouth. I kissed him hungrily as we ground our centers against each other. My panties were soaked, as were the insides of my thighs. As we kissed, he slowly trailed his fingers down my stomach. His hand stopped at the waistband of my panties, as if he were waiting for permission. I guided his hand underneath the cotton barrier and onto my sex.
"You’re so fucking wet," he groaned, as he moved his hand to my entrance. I spread my thighs wide, wordlessly begging for his touch. Without further hesitation, he thrust three long fingers inside of me, all at once. I gasped in shock, as he pushed his fingers in and out of me with reckless abandonment.
My body bucked, meeting his hand with the thrust of my hips. His other hand twined around my curls, pulling my head back hard, but not to the point of pain. "Look at me while I fuck you with my fingers." His cold, commanding voice sent erotic shivers down my spine. He bent his fingers, hooking them to meet my g-spot. My eyes rolled back in my head before I snapped them back to him, as he yanked my hair again, this time with more bite.
I watched him through hooded eyes as he pushed me over the edge. I screamed out his name as the pad of his thumb massaged my tiny bundle of nerves. I came undone and clenched around his long fingers.
Our tongues erotically mingled as he withdrew his fingers from me.  He brought his wet hand up to our kiss, separating his tongue from mine, so that he could lick my juices off two of his fingers, before inserting his third finger inside of my mouth. "Your pussy is so fucking sweet. Taste it," he demanded. His wish was my command, as I sucked his finger and seductively swiped my tongue around it.
His cock felt as if it was going to burst through his zipper. He looked pained, as he pressed his forehead against mine and firmly gripped my hips, prohibiting me from grinding into him any longer. He gathered his breaths as if willing himself not to cum, which really swelled my ego. Our noses and lips gently swiped across each other's faces, as I came down from my orgasm.
"What you fucking do to me, angel," he uttered in a low whisper, before caressing my face with soft kisses. I pressed my body into his, and he moaned in my mouth.
He supported himself on his forearms as he looked down at me, stroking the sides of my face. "I better go." He hesitantly raised off me and wrapped my opened dress across my breasts. I held my arm up to keep my haphazardly wrapped dress in place and blew stray curls out of my face. "Yeah," he drawled as his piercing eyes took me in. "I need to leave. Now."
I sighed regrettably as he pulled his shirt back on.  I immediately missed his touch, his closeness. I secured the tie of my dress and said, "It’s late. Do you want to stay the night?"
He hesitated, as if really giving it some thought. Please say yes. "I don’t think that’s a good idea."
"I’ll be good." I chewed on my lip, and I ran my fingers along his arm.
"I won’t." The words tumbled out without hesitation. "If I stay here," he added, as I planted gentle kisses along his jaw, "we’re going to fuck, all night. I’m going to do things to you that will have you blushing for weeks." I froze my kisses. "You’re not ready. We’re not ready for that. I’m trying to prove to you that this is different. You’re different."
"I’m sorry," I murmured into his neck. "I’m the worst." I didn’t want to be a tease. I sat beside him with my back against the couch. He leaned into me and planted a kiss on my lips. It started off as a sweet and gentle kiss but quickly turned into a sensual and erotic one.  
"I’d better go," he said against my lips, before rising from the couch.
I nodded. "Okay." My lady parts were screaming at me.
"Come here," he said, as he grabbed my hand and pulled me up to stand in front of him. I wrapped my arms around his waist. "I’ll call you tomorrow."
"You do that," I said, before walking him to the door.
We said our goodbyes with a few more kisses before he left into the night.




Chapter 6
I FIRED OFF A TEXT while leaving Conner’s office.
Novalee, 1:41pm
Running late. Will be there in 20.
I looked up and found Conner’s receptionist, Lydia, curiously staring at me.  For the last two days, I met Conner in his office for lunch. Let me clarify. He had lunch. What was on the menu?  Me. On Monday, he bent me over his desk and feasted on my sex from behind. On Tuesday, I straddled his face as he laid back on his sofa, all while he fingered my asshole.
My moans were stifled with his tie shoved in my mouth, so no one was the wiser. But I left his office thoroughly flustered and red as a beet. Based on Lydia’s speculate stare, I’m sure she was privy to our little rendezvous. "Bye, Lydia." I smiled faintly, too embarrassed to make eye contact with her. As I walked the hall of shame, I wondered how many others had walked the same hall after having lunch with Conner.
"Goodbye, Miss Dumont." Lydia smiled. Today she was polite, her previous condescending attitude a thing of the past.
"I’m sorry, Miss. Do you have an appointment?" Lydia asked, her tone laced with impatience. Raising an arched eyebrow, her lips formed into a smirk. Her hazel eyes skimmed over me, focusing on my septum nose piercing before looking at the rest of my ensemble - a long flowy hippy-inspired dress with a boho pattern of vibrant colors and a fringed hem. Helena would have cringed if she saw what I looked like in the sea of all the business suits that occupied Conner’s office surroundings.  My curls were on their third day of a wash n go, their volume adding a few inches in height to my short stature.
"He’s expecting me. Novalee Dumont," I coolly replied with my smile in place, even under her scrutinizing eyes.
"Mr. Conner Brathwaite is expecting you," she said as more of a statement, rather than a question. She was really trying my patience.
"Miss Dumont," a pretty brunette in a black Alexander McQueen suit called out from behind me. "It’s so nice to finally meet you. I’m Stephanie. Conner’s Executive Assistant." She extended her hand.
"Hi Stephanie," I beamed while shaking her hand.
"Lydia, this is Conner’s girlfriend, Miss Novalee Dumont." The look on Lydia’s face was priceless. She blinked twice, as if to compose herself, before smiling tightly.
"Oh, yes. Of course. You’re Miss Dumont." She appeared flustered as Stephanie ever so slightly narrowed her eyes at her.
"Have you been waiting here long?" Stephanie asked, returning her focus to me.
"No, actually. Lydia was just about to check me in."  Turning my attention back to Lydia, her features relaxed, and she smiled brightly at me.
"Great. I’ll show you to his office." 
What a difference a day made.
∞∞∞
 
"NOVALEE!" AMY CALLED OUT as she rushed towards me through the sea of people. We met at a street fair, not too far from Conner’s downtown Houston office. "Oh, my goodness! I’ve missed you!"
I embraced her the best I could while holding two lemonades. "I missed you, too!"
"You look beautiful as always, Novalee!" She stepped back, giving me a once over. "You’re glowing," Amy said enthusiastically, before linking her arm with mine.  We headed over to a shaded park bench. I handed her a lemonade. "So, what gives? How could you not tell me about you and Conner? You two are a couple now?"
"How do you already know this?  I was planning on telling you today." Amy and Quentin had returned from Lake Como, Italy, a couple of days ago. I didn’t want to tell her about it over text, and that had been the only method of communication between us over the last month.
"Conner told us. He stopped by our new place the other night.  Imagine my surprise, hearing it from him and not from my best friend," she lightly admonished.
This was news to me. Conner and Quentin were best friends, so I guess he beat me to it. "I’m sorry, Amy."
She flipped her long blond hair over her shoulder and turned towards me, perching an arm on the back of the bench. "It sounds serious.  Conner seems smitten with you." She took a sip from her straw, eyeing me skeptically. "You look ridiculously happy. A lot must have happened while I was away." She examined me with narrowed eyes. "I must say, I’m surprised. You usually don’t sleep with a guy you’ve known for such a short amount of time. You made Andre wait a long time. Even with Marcus, you guys had been classmates for a year before you had sex with him."
I tucked a lock of hair behind my ear and absentmindedly rubbed my new pendant between my fingertips. "We actually haven’t had sex yet," I admitted. Sexual acts, yes. You say potato, I say po-tah-to.
Amy choked on her lemonade.
"You’re so dramatic, Amy." I pursed my lips.
"I’m sorry. I’m just surprised. I’ve known Conner for a long time. You do know he’s slept with hundreds of women, right?  He’s a sex maniac, for crying out loud. And you guys haven’t had sex yet?"
"Say it louder. I don’t think the people across the street heard you," I quipped. "It’s different with us. And I really care about him." A slow grin formed on my face. "I know this sounds crazy. But I’ve never felt this way before about anyone." 
"Wow. You’ve got it bad. I mean, I’ve never seen you like this.  I’ve never seen Conner so taken with anyone. What Creole voodoo magic spell do you have him under?"  I brushed my middle finger across my face, gesturing to her how I felt about that little comment. "Oh, lighten up." She shooed a manicured hand at me.  After looking at me knowingly for a couple of seconds, she said, "Ah, I see. What’s the vernacular I’m looking for…dick sucking lips?  You do have those, so I guess I can see why Conner’s sticking around."
"What the hell?" I shook my head.  "There are so many things wrong with what you just said."
Amy looked affronted and splayed a hand on her chest. Her diamond rock of a wedding ring blinded me. "What? Don’t get all overly sensitive on me."
"I’m just saying, Amy. It seems like you’re insinuating that the only way Conner could ever be interested in me is if I gave him head or put a voodoo spell on him. Hater, much?" 
"Oh, my gosh!  No, sweetie. I didn’t mean it like that. I’m kidding. I just didn’t expect this. You and him."
"I didn’t expect it either. But here we are. Am I crazy for falling so hard, so soon?"
She gave me a sympathetic smile. "You’re not crazy. Sweetie, you’re not the first woman who has fallen for an unattainable man. It’s just that…Conner doesn’t have a reputation of sticking around. I just don’t want you to get hurt." 
Dread filled the pit of my stomach, and I winced at her words. "Do you think he’ll hurt me?"
She sighed and shrugged. "I don’t know. Is he worth it?"
Both feet in. "Yes. I’m in this." I decided to fill her in on our plans. "I’m spending the weekend at his place. I’m ready to take things to the next level."
She was stunned silent for a moment, which was totally not the reaction I expected from her. "Wow, that’s…that’s great, honey," she smiled. "Just be safe, okay."
"I’m not stupid. We’re both clean and get tested regularly. I showed him my test results, and he showed me his.  And I’m still on birth control." I held up my forearm and pointed to the tiny birth control implant under my skin.
"Looks like you have this all figured out then." She clasped my hand in hers. "God knows you deserve to be happy. And if he makes you happy," she said on a sigh, "I support it." She smiled, and her eyes were hopeful.
I exhaled, feeling lighter. "Enough about Conner. How are things with you and Quentin?"
Her smile faltered a bit. "Let’s just say, there’s more passion and love between you and Conner, than Quentin and I ever had." I squeezed her hand, my eyes misting up at seeing the conflicted look on her face. "The way Conner spoke about you…" she trailed off, her cornflower blue eyes glistening with unshed tears. "Trust me, you’re not the only who’s falling in love."
"So, what now? Have you talked to Quentin about it?"
She shook her head. "No use."
"What was it like on the honeymoon? There was no connection?"
"We only had sex once. He was a total dick most of the time." She leaned back and ran both hands through her hair. "I don’t have to be in love to screw, you know. But he barely touched me." She fumed with anger; her cheeks were now flushed. "Quentin is a great lover. One of the best I’ve had. Everyone loves him. Everyone wants to be his friend. They think he frickin’ walks on water. But sometimes, he can be cold, so distant.  It’s like I don’t even know him. He won’t let me in. Ever."
"Think you’ll stay with him?"
She shrugged. "I don’t want to talk about Quentin."
I gave her a sympathetic smile. "Okay, I understand. Let’s gossip instead," I said, rubbing my hands together, conspiratorially.
We spent the rest of the hour catching up on gossip and looking at Lake Como pictures on her phone.

∞∞∞
 
"YOU KNOW I LOVE your ass. You could have booked an appointment at the shop," Fatima said as she strolled through my door.
"Thank you, cousin," I responded while hugging her.
"Got me coming over here on my day off," Fatima grumbled with a smirk on her face. She headed to the kitchen island where my schoolbooks were scattered about and picked at a fruit platter that I had prepared just for her. "You do get brownie points for feeding me."
"I made some smothered chicken, rice, and cream corn for dinner later."
"Yass, girl! But don’t try to butter me up with food. You know what I really want is another Novalee creation." Popping a grape into her mouth, she winked at me.
"I just made you an outfit for your birthday," I stressed.
"Yeah, so…"
"So, you’re going to have to wait. I’m still working on a gown that I plan on wearing to the Brathwaite’s annual charity gala next weekend."
"Nice. Can I see the sketch?"
I grabbed my sketchbook and flipped through pages and pages of sketches until I found my most recent one. My latest design was a floor-length, backless gown with an asymmetrical neckline. I added a thigh-high split to the fitted gown for added flexibility. A scrap of ruby red crepe fabric was clipped to the page.
"I love it, cousin! You are so freakin’ talented. I don’t know why you’re not pursuing a career in fashion."
"Because I’m going to be a dentist," I said matter of factly, though I wasn’t too sure anymore.
"Yeah, that," she deadpanned. "Still trying to please step mommy and daddy, huh?" Her tone was laced with sarcasm. "Anyways," she drawled. "Let’s get started. With all this damn hair you got, I’ll be here all night."
I sat down on one of my barstool chairs. "I bought the extra-long Kanekalon hair."
"How long do you want it?" Fatima stood behind me and proceeded to part through my hair with a rat tail comb.
"Waist length. And I want them small to medium-sized. You know I hate thick braids."
"Oh, good lord. You so owe me."
"What color lipstick are you wearing, by the way? I love it!"
"I see what you’re doing." She combed through my hair, securing it in sections, before opening a pack of Kanekalon hair. "It’s fire though, huh," she said, referring to the glossy cranberry lipstick she wore. Fatima never left home without a full face of makeup. Her YouTube subscribers followed her religiously, not only for her hairstyling demo videos, but also for her makeup tutorials. Today she adorned a daytime smoky eye palette, which accentuated her perfectly arched natural eyebrows and almond-shaped eyes. Fatima was a classic beauty with killer bone structure and deep-set dimples in her cheeks.  Her long goddess locks were braided in a halo crown around her head.
"It is fire, like always," I chuckled. "And you taught me well, cousin. I will make you proud next weekend at the gala."
"I know you will." She dabbed a small amount of hair gel onto my edges, before wrapping the synthetic hair around mine and proceeding to cornrow it back.
Back in high school, Fatima taught me all the tricks of the trade on how to apply a full face. Fatima was a junior when Amy and I were freshmen. She was like a big sister to Amy and me. Besides makeup lessons, she gave us advice about boys and sex, showed us how to roll a blunt, and how to strut in 4-inch heels.
∞∞∞
 
"I LOVE IT, FATIMA! I ran my hands over my cornrows, looking at my hairdo in my bathroom mirror. "It’s so cute!"
She leaned against the doorframe while eating a plate of food. "I can’t have you out here lookin’ crazy with some whack ass braids."
After fixing myself a plate, Fatima and I took our food and drinks to the balcony. The sun had set over the cloudless sky, and the temperature was a bearable 75 degrees. "So, what’s going on with your love life? Whatever happened with bae from the club? He was fine." I sat back in one of my wicker chairs.
She took a swig of her beer and sat down beside me in the adjoining chair. "He was fine, right?  Too bad he had a little dick."
I snorted in laughter. "And you would know that because…"
"Because I fucked him, duh." My eyebrows climbed before I schooled my face to a composed expression.
"Don’t give your judgy eyes." She pointed her beer towards me. "It was just sex. Safe sex."
After a few beats, I asked, "Well, was it good? Size isn’t everything."
Fatima pursed her lips. "The hell it ain’t. What type of guys do you be fucking?"
"Andre didn’t have much, but he knew how to work it."
She cackled loudly. "Damn, girl!  You never told me Andre had a little one. Tell me more."
I laughed, my shoulders shaking, as I pressed my hand to my stomach. "You are a fool!"
After our laughter died down to a chuckle, she asked, "You don’t have to worry about that with Conner. I hear he’s an ovary bruiser."
I spit out my water, which resulted in Fatima and I laughing hysterically. "Don’t say things like that when I’m drinking. You are so inappropriate sometimes." I playfully shoved her.
"Here you go. Still trying to pretend like you’re Lil’ Miss Innocent. I know you, cousin. I know an undercover freak when I see one."
"Whatever," I chuckled.
"You can fool your daddy all you want. Hell, you can fool Conner, for now. But I know you love to fuck."
"Fatima!" I feigned offense, dramatically splaying my hand across my chest.
"Umm, remember when Chris and I spent a few weeks with you and Andre in Cabo? You two weren’t exactly quiet."
"You heard us?" I was mortified even though it was years ago. We were staying in a six thousand square foot house with our bedrooms in separate wings.
"Yeah, bitch. We heard y’all. Multiple times a day."
I had been told by Andre and Marcus that I had a strong sexual appetite. Maybe I was making up for lost time. While everyone back in high school was screwing like bunnies, I remained a virgin until I was nineteen years old.
"Don’t be embarrassed. It gave Chris and me some good porn material to work with." At that, I threw my balled-up napkin at her. "I know aunt Helena raised you to be all prim and proper. And men love that shit. They love a good girl in public and a freak in private."
Fatima placed her empty plate on the side table and leaned back in her chair. After a few seconds of silence, she said, "In all seriousness, I’m happy for you, cousin. I saw that Conner added a picture of you to his Facebook page. He even changed his relationship status."
"Really? When did he do that?" I had yet to reactivate my social media accounts.
"Yesterday. Brace yourself, cousin. It’s about to be a crazy ride. More than a few people have already linked you to being the former reality t.v. star and ex-fiancé of Andre Johnston."
"I wish Conner would have asked me first before doing that."
"At least he’s claiming your ass. You’re not some secret fuck that he hooks up with whenever he feels like taking a walk on the black side." She sneered. "Conner is letting it be known that you’re his woman." Fatima stared out into the night sky and took in a shaky breath. "This man knew you for a week before making you his woman. It’s a little crazy and possessive as fuck." I groaned. "But it’s beautiful, cousin. I love the fact that he gives zero fucks. He saw who he wanted, and he went for it. Fuck the haters." Fatima had a point. Conner and I couldn’t hide behind closed doors forever. At least he seemed to be all in. 
Fatima’s eyes looked unusually glossy as she continued. "It would have been so much easier to go after a woman he’s expected to be with, rather than the woman he wants to be with. He followed his heart and got a real one. Not some fuckin’ tea hat-wearing, country club chick. Not Conner. Instead of starring in an Amy and Quentin remake, Conner had a fucking backbone."
I read between the lines. And what I read, I had a hard time reconciling. I reached over the took Fatima’s hand.
"That’s what I want one day, Novalee. A man who isn’t afraid to follow his heart, instead of following his selfish ambitions. Anyways," she drawled.
"You know you can talk to me, right?  About anything." I squeezed her hand.
"I love you, cousin. It’s getting late, and we both have an early day tomorrow." She rose from her chair and grabbed her plate. I followed her inside and stood beside her by the sink. Just like when we were kids, she washed the dishes, and I rinsed and dried them.  Tonight, we did this in silence, as my mind went through memories and moments during our high school years and beyond. I racked my brain, searching for something, anything that I missed. Or maybe it was something I chose not to see, because of the conflict it would have created between two people whom I loved dearly.
"I’ll text you when I get home," Fatima said, as she dried her hands with the dishtowel.
"Please, do." I helped her gather her things. "I’ll walk you to the elevator."
She hugged me goodbye when the elevator doors opened. "Have fun tomorrow night. Tell Conner I said hi."
"Thanks. Will do." After the elevator doors closed, I remained frozen in place. How did I not see it before? How did I not see that Fatima was in love with Quentin?




Chapter 7
CONNER SENT HIS DRIVER, Colin, to pick me up. Colin stood beside the opened passenger door of a shiny black Rolls Royce Phantom. He was a tall, imposing middle-aged man, with red buzz-cut hair, and a thick Irish accent. He was dressed in a black tailored Canali suit and dark aviator sunglasses. Once I settled inside of the car, I surveyed the plush peanut butter leather interior. There was a transparent glass partition that turned opaque with the press of a button. The glass also appeared to be soundproof with an intercom button for communication purposes. This came in handy since my dad called not long after we drove away.
"What do you really know about this young man," my father asked gruffly.
"Daddy, he’s a great guy. You can’t believe everything you see on the Internet."
"So, I shouldn’t believe my lying eyes? He had a different woman on his arm in every single photograph."
"Daddy, what’s the crime in that? He was a single man."
"I’ll tell you what’s wrong with it. Now he’s with my daughter. Helena and I didn’t raise you to become some man’s trophy piece."
I winced at his words and his tone. "Daddy, I’m not doing this with you right now."
"Excuse me?" he asked incredulously.
"I will not do this right now. Conner is my boyfriend. He cares about me, and I care about him deeply. Your opinion of him is not going to change that." If I could’ve high fived myself, I would have. I’d never spoken up to my father before about anything.
"I see you’ve lost your mind. Talking to me like this."
"Daddy, I’m not trying to be disrespectful. We’ll have to discuss this later. I’m driving right now." I looked out of the window as we approached the gated entrance to Conner’s neighborhood. "I’ll bring him by the house soon. I promise. You’ll like him, I know it." Though I didn’t believe my own words. Daddy and Conner were both cut from the same cloth. Both arrogant and stubborn men with strong personalities.
"We’ll see about that," he grumbled.
"Okay, daddy. Talk to you soon. Love you."
"Love you too, Freckles."
After disconnecting the call, Colin drove through a large iron rod gate. Two security guards, who sat inside of a guard station, tipped their hats as we drove by. We cruised down wide tree-lined streets with antique streetlight posts scattered about. Mansions were tucked away behind sprawling lawns and circular driveways, fountains and constructed lakes. Colin made a few turns before driving down a secluded road towards another set of custom wrought iron gates with the initials C B monogrammed in the center. The gates opened for us and we passed mature curved oak trees on each side of the road that connected overhead, blocking out the sun. Acres of pristine green lawn surrounded us, before slowing to a stop in front of a large stone and stucco mansion with sharp lines and lots of windows. The two-story estate had a large wrap around balcony on the second story and a rooftop deck.  Connected to the massive home was an impressive size car garage. "We’re here, Miss," Colin’s voice reverberated through the intercom.
"Thank you, Colin," I said before adding some gloss to my lips and smoothing down my braids.
Colin helped me out of the car. I ran my hands down the mini, bell-sleeved, sunflower-yellow baby doll dress. 
"I’ll see to it that your belongings get inside," Colin said as he retrieved my suitcase from the trunk.
"I appreciate it, Colin." I made my way up the front entrance and rang the doorbell. A few moments later, the door opened, and there stood my mouthwatering boyfriend. Conner was dressed casually fine in pair of tan khakis and a short sleeve soft cotton pale blue shirt. "Miss me?" I asked as I twirled a braid around my finger.
Conner immediately pulled me into his arms. "Does the Pope wear white?" He kissed me passionately.
I kissed him back with as much hunger. His warm hands branded my backside as he squeezed it underneath my dress.
"By the way." I closed my eyes, and I tipped my head back, giving him easier access to my throat, as he kissed and sucked the sensitive spots. "I caught shit the other day from Amy." His lips stilled on my throat.
"Oh, yeah? Why?"
"Because you told her about us before I had a chance to. She feels like I was holding out on her."
"Too fucking bad," he said, his fingers biting into my butt cheeks. "You’re mine. I want everyone to know it."
"Clearly." I removed his hands from my backside. Stepping out of my shoe wedges and immediately subtracting four inches from my height, I sauntered away from him toward the great room. My bare feet felt cool against the dark gray bamboo floors. "Fatima told me about your Facebook page."
I turned back to see him following close behind. "And the problem is…" His eyes slightly narrowed inquisitively.
"I just wish you would have given me heads up." I now stood in the great room, which was surrounded by floor to ceiling windows, giving the illusion that we were in a glass house in the forest. "I hadn’t even told my parents about us yet. They had to find out from their nosy neighbor who skims through blogs like a teenage girl." I stepped in front of him and folded my arms across my chest.
"Jesus fucking Christ," he said with a slight exasperation in his voice. "Why do you give a shit?"
"I wanted to be the one to tell them. And you should have told me before putting my picture on social media."
"I’m sorry you’re upset." He palmed the sides of my face. "But your parents will get over it. Amy will get over it."
"You’re such an asshole," I said with no heat in my voice. He leaned down for a kiss, still caressing my face.
"I know," he said against my mouth before kissing me.  "I love these, by the way." He ran his fingers down a braid. "They’re sexy as hell."
"Thanks, babe. I like to switch it up every now and then." I pecked him on his lips before walking across the spacious open floor plan towards the gourmet kitchen. I looked back and found his eyes locked in on my backside. Gets em’ every time. "Mmmm, something smells good!" Conner’s kitchen was as spotless as the rest of his house. It was evident he had access to a housekeeper and interior designers. "Aww, babe. Did you cook?" I gestured to the two plate warmers on the white quartz countertops.
"My chef, Javier, prepared the meal," he added. "Sorry babe, but I’d burn water."
"Goodness. That won’t do. Every man should know how to cook, even the ones who rule the world." I saddled up next to him, and we both leaned our backs against the counter. "I’ll teach you how to prepare a few basics."
"Good luck with that. Our nanny tried to teach us. After numerous failed attempts, she gave up."
"Typical." I laughed.
"We can eat whenever you’d like." He went over to the refrigerator that blended into the sleek cabinetry and retrieved two bottled waters.
"Wow. You have OCD, and you’re a health nut." His gigantic size refrigerator was stocked to capacity, with fresh, healthy foods and beverages. Everything was itemized and arranged by food group and color.
That comment garnered me a swat on the butt, causing me to yelp. "Hey!" I squealed.
"I like order." He nipped my earlobe with his teeth before soothing the bite with his tongue.
"Oh, God. You must hate me," I said, referring to my disorganized and cluttered refrigerator, closets, and cabinets. "I thought you were nuts when you reorganized my drinking glasses by shape and size the other week. Now I can blame it on the OCD."
"Very funny." He took my hand in his. "Come on. Let me give you the tour. Besides, you’re going to be spending a lot of time here. Might as well know your way around," he said matter of factly.
∞∞∞
 
CONNER LED ME THROUGH all seven thousand square feet of his home, before leading me out back to the most luxurious backyard I’d ever seen. The backyard donned a fully equipped outdoor kitchen with a bar and flat screen t.v.  Across from the kitchen, was another seating arrangement that surrounded a large outdoor fire pit that spun on an axis. Beyond that, there was a large Olympic sized indigo blue swimming pool with lounge chairs surrounding it. His property was secluded, surrounded by expansive green lawn and trees galore. There were no neighbors in sight. That worked out great with what I had in mind.
"We should go swimming," I excitedly said.
"You want to go swimming, now?" he asked, a slow smile forming on his lips.
"Yes. Right now. This pool is amazing," I said, stretching my arms out toward it. "How often do you use it?"
"Never, actually. I just moved in a month ago. I spend most of my time at the office."
"That settles it." I grabbed the hem of my dress and slowly pulled it over my head, revealing a white cotton demi bra with cherries printed on the front and a matching thong.  Lust and hunger reflected in his dilated pupils as he watched me intently. I stifled a groan when he pulled his shirt over his head, his muscles flexing in the process.  With a wink, I turned around and dove into the pool.
"This water feels amazing!" While treading in the water, I watched Conner steadily as he unfastened his pants. My eyes followed his hands as he pulled his khakis and boxer briefs down, revealing his abdominal V muscle. That lead to the most impressive cock I’d ever seen. Long and thick. It stood at attention, completely captivating me. It was huge, not "dreadfully so" but "pushing the boundaries"
big. I doubted that he would even be able to penetrate me completely.  I couldn’t wait to find out.
"Come on, slowpoke," I managed to say.  I swam farther away from him to a shallower area. There was a mischievous glint in his eyes and a cocky smirk on his face before he dove in.
Conner swam over to me like a skilled swimmer, and I instinctively wrapped my legs around his waist as soon as he joined me. With my legs wrapped around him like a koala bear, he glided us near the pool’s border.  I scraped my teeth along his jawline as I threaded my fingers through his hair.  He tugged my braids back forcefully, causing an enticing amount of pain. He ran his tongue down my throat and between my cleavage, leaving a trail of scorching heat in its wake. His sucked on a stiff nipple through my bra, before deftly removing the fabric and tossing it over his shoulder. As soon as his mouth met my bare sensitive flesh, I screamed out. "Ah, that feels good, Conner. Damn." I arched my breasts into his face as he lasciviously sucked on my nipples.
"Come on," he grunted, grabbing me by the waist and lifting me out of the pool. He effortlessly hopped out behind me, and without any warning, he hoisted me over his shoulder, caveman style. I yelped at the sudden elevation of my body. And when he smacked my wet backside, I yelped even louder at the tingling sting his palm left behind.
"I can walk, you know," I said through giggles.
"I know." He took long and determined strides away from the house.
"Where are we going?" I asked, my view still hindered from being carried over his shoulder.
"To my pool house. It’s closer."
After pushing through a door, he finally set me down on my feet. My back was now against a wall. I looked down at Conner in awe as he swiftly lowered himself to his knees. "I need to taste you before I fuck you," he said into the triangle of my thong. My toes sank into the plush carpet in anticipation of his mouth on me. With one sharp tug, he tore the wet thong off my body, the damp material biting into my skin. My head lulled back against the wall when he lifted my leg over his shoulder and began lapping his tongue up and down my slit.
"So fucking sweet," he grunted into my sex, as he swept his tongue around my folds.  I tugged at his wet hair, wanting to hold him there forever.
His tongue pushed me over the edge, causing a volcanic eruption throughout my entire body. A plethora of fireworks exploded behind my eyes. He drank every drop of me as if my nectar held the secret of immortality.
My entire body was on fire, every nerve ending sizzling. Conner had utterly unraveled me. He set my leg back on the floor, and I stood upright on shaky legs. He towered over me, kissing me fiercely, allowing me to taste myself on his tongue. 
I ached to feel him inside of me. "You ready for me?" he asked against my mouth. His green eyes sparkled like gems. Danger and lust illuminated from them.
I looked into his hypnotic eyes as I ran my hand down his abs and latched on to his cock. I began stroking him, slowly and seductively. His breath caught on a hiss as he parted my lips for another kiss. He moaned into my mouth as our tongues stroked.
Gripping the back of my thighs, he lifted me up. I readily wrapped my legs around his waist, his cock daringly close to my opening.  He carried me into another room, all while I kissed him all over his neck and lips before I was placed on a large poster bed.
He pulled back from me. He stood over me and looked down at me, his usual icy expression on his face. "Sit back. Open your legs," he ordered, his authoritative tone arousing me. With my eyes on him, I sat up against the headboard with my knees bent and my legs wide open.
"Touch yourself for me," he commanded as he slowly stroked his cock. I faltered, my hand pausing on my stomach. "Do it, now," he calmly demanded.
I trailed my fingers down to my folds. I began to slowly rub the tiny bundle of nerves with two fingers, circling my hips as my body buzzed with heated pleasure.
He continued to unhurriedly stroke his cock as he eyed my slick sex.  "Stick two fingers in your pussy."
I did as I was told.
"Now add a third. Get that pussy ready for me."
His wish was my command.
"Now fuck yourself, hard."
Unable to say no to him as if I was under a trance, I complied. My toes curled as erotic sensations took over my entire body.
I was on the verge of having an orgasm under his watchful eyes. My pulse quickened, and my legs began to tremble. He strode closer to me, like a graceful hunter about to devour his meal. Clasping my wrist with his hand, he withdrew my fingers right as I was on the brink of an orgasm. He looked at me with hollow eyes. "Your orgasms are mine."
Grabbing hold of my ankles, he pulled me towards him. My back was now lying flat against the mattress. Within seconds he was on top of me, and my legs wrapped instinctively around his muscular ass.  His cock was now at my entrance, and he heedfully inserted the head inside of me. I cried out as he pushed a couple more inches in before he stilled, allowing my body to slowly accommodate his size.
"Fuck." He shuddered. "You’re so tight," he grunted out, before easing in another couple of inches and stilling once again. With our foreheads pressed against one another’s, we steadied our breaths.  "Am I hurting you?" he whispered tenderly.
It felt divine, as the initial slight burn from being stretched started to subside. "No," I said through a shallowed breath. With one more stroke, Conner eased the last few inches inside of me, burying himself to the hilt and causing a moan to escape from our lips. "Oh, God," I moaned, as he masterfully moved his hips, stroking inside of me in ways that proved he was an expert at this.  The rhythmic and explicit way he moved inside of me pushed me close to the edge. I grounded my hips with his, and we found a perfect cadence.
Our slow lovemaking steadily increased to raw, unadulterated, x rated, fucking. Our slick bodies relentlessly crashed into each other, as our mouths, tongues, and hands roamed wherever they could reach. Without warning, Conner pulled out of me and flipped me over on all fours. This time he shoved his cock inside of me forcefully, causing me to scream his name. He slammed into me mercilessly, circling his hips just the right way, hitting all the right spots, as he periodically smacked my bum cheeks to the point of delicious pain. Incoherent moans and profanities filled the room from both of us. Tightness started to build up in my center, and when he reached his hand around to massage my clit, I unraveled. I cried out in an earth-shattering orgasmic scream. My walls began to clench around him, causing him to shutter, moan, and curse, as he followed me over the edge of the cliff and emptied his seed deep inside of me.
No longer able to support myself up on my knees, I collapsed onto the bed. Conner followed suit, collapsing on top me, before shifting us on our sides and spooning me. There were no words. Just labored breaths and quickened heart rates. This went on for a few minutes before he spoke. "You completely own me," he whispered into the crook of my neck, nuzzling his nose there, as he rested an arm around my hip.
I think I’m in love with you. His semi-erect cock was still inside of me as I nuzzled my backside against him. "You’ve ruined me. No other man could ever make me feel the way you do," I said as I clasped his hand and moved it up to rest between my breasts.
∞∞∞
 
WE SHOWERED TOGETHER IN the pool house bathroom, before lazing nude outside on an over-sized chaise lounger by the pool.  Conner lay on his back with his arms crossed beneath his head. I snuggled on top of him, my head on his chest. I softly trailed the contours of his abs with my fingertips. We lay in silence, seemingly lost in our own thoughts. Timothy Bloom’s A Long Time Ago softly crooned through the speakers.
"Penny for your thoughts," I asked.
There were a few moments of awkward silence before he answered. "You hungry?"
I lifted my head, "Sure. I can eat." We got up and made our way back to the main house. There was a slight shift in the air between us that I couldn’t interpret. Conner slipped on some lounging pants that hung deliciously low on his waist. I slipped on a black silk nightie.
The dining room table was situated near floor to ceiling windows, granting us a stunning view of the swimming pool. Crystal, chinaware, and silverware adorned the table, as well as our steaming plates of food.  I lifted my plate cover to reveal a duck breast with a pomegranate glaze, mushroom risotto, and roasted vegetables. It looked and smelled divine.
"Please thank Javier for me. This is so good," I said between bites.
He smiled graciously at me. "I’ll be sure to do that. It’s almost as good as your jambalaya."
"This is so much better, but thank you," I said, before taking a sip from my crystal water glass. "Hey, can I ask you a question?" Something he told me earlier had lingered in my mind.
"Shoot," he said, giving me the green light.
"At the restaurant, a few weeks ago, you mentioned that you were an only child, like me." I watched him intently as he sliced his duck. He didn’t meet my gaze. "But tonight," I continued, trying to gauge his mood which suddenly felt…. off.  "Tonight, you said we used to drive our nanny crazy. Who’s we?"
His hand froze mid-slice, before resuming his actions. He didn’t respond.
"Who were you referring to?" Another few seconds passed between us without him looking up at me or uttering a single word. "Conner?" 
He released the knife and fork from his hands, both clattering on his plate.  He finally looked up at me, his eyes void and lifeless. "I had a brother," he said, his voice short and clipped. He finished off his remaining wine in a few big gulps.
Had a brother. "Oh, I’m sorry. I had no idea."  I reached for his right hand, which rested between us on the table. He moved his hand before I could touch him.
"It’s getting late. I have a lot of work to do in the morning. Colin will take you home." He abruptly stood from the table and left the room.
Completely and utterly stunned, I remained rooted to my chair. What just happened? Was he putting me out? I thought I was sleeping over. Obviously, I’d hit a sore spot, asking about his brother. His sudden coldness towards me had me questioning whether or not it was entirely about the mention of his brother. Was it something else? He had been acting strange ever since we left the pool house. I didn’t know whether to go after him or wait for him to return.  I had no idea where he was, and it was a rather large house.
Talk about mixed signals. Amy’s words replayed in my mind. He doesn’t have a reputation of sticking around. Was it true? Did he lose interest after getting what he wanted?  No. I refused to believe that. That would be too painful to accept. But the longer I sat at the table alone, the more I fumed, and the more I doubted. After a few more minutes had passed, I decided enough was enough. I abruptly stood from my chair, turned from the table, and came face to face with Conner.
∞∞∞
 
CONNER HELD THE HANDLE of my suitcase in his hand. "There’s a guest bath down the hall."
I glared at him and snatched my bag from his outstretched arm. Stomping off toward the bathroom, I called out, "Bastard."
"Novalee," I heard him say from behind. Without looking back, I flipped him the bird.
I slammed the bathroom door shut and locked it, as I heard his footsteps nearing. Resting my forehead against the door, I could feel his presence on the other side of it. Then I heard retreating steps.
I willed myself not to cry. I felt cheap. I felt stupid. I felt insignificant. I felt like the others.  I slipped the straps of my nightgown off my shoulders, letting it fall into a silken puddle at my feet. I angrily swiped tears from my eyes as I dug out a strapless maxi dress and undies from my bag. After dressing, I opened the door and stepped out into the darkened hall towards the great room. Conner stood by the window, looking out at the swaying trees across his acreage. He turned to me as I approached. His face was an unreadable mask. "I’m sorry. I -".
"Save it," I snapped.
I stepped into my nearby shoes, turned on my heels, and hurried out of the front door. I strode toward the waiting Rolls Royce with my head held high, and my heart in my throat.
"Miss Dumont," Colin said, with a hint of sympathy in his tone. He opened the car door for me.
"Thank you, Colin." With my head hung low, I slumped into the car, unable to look at him.
"Ma’am, I…"
"Please, don’t." I peered straight ahead.  Colin silently closed the door. Disappointment sat in the pit of my stomach as I glanced out at the closed front door and the empty porch. The car roared to life, slowly turning and driving off the property and out into the night.
Pulling my phone out of my bag, I fired off a text to Amy.
You were right.
I stared down at my phone screen and contemplated sending that text. Brushing my finger over the send button, I hastily pressed the delete button instead, before turning off my phone.
"Miss Dumont," Colin’s voice echoed through the intercom. "Mr. Brathwaite has requested that you power on your phone. He’s also asked me to turn the car around and head back to his estate."
"You can tell Conner that I said to go to hell. Take me home, Colin. Thank you."
"Yes, ma’am," I heard a smile in his voice.

∞∞∞
 
AS SOON AS I arrived home, I kicked off my shoes and headed to the refrigerator. I retrieved a bottle of white wine and poured myself a hefty glass. I started toward my terrace doors. I paused with my hand on the handle, at the sound of my doorbell. No wonder on who it was. I opened my terrace doors, letting the cool night air prickle my skin and calm my heated nerves. The doorbell rang sequentially. Setting my wine glass on the counter, I strolled to the front door.
I opened the door just enough to peek through. "Go home, Conner," I said glumly, before attempting to close the door, only to be blocked by his foot.
"Angel, I’m sorry. You didn’t deserve that." He pleaded with his eyes. "Please let me in. I was an asshole."
I opened the door wide. "Yes, you were." I jammed my finger hard into his chest, hurting my finger in the process. "You treated me like crap back there. You literally screwed me and then kicked me out."
He winced as he gripped the doorway frame. "I know what it looks like, but it’s not what you think."
I stepped aside with my arms folded across my chest. I wanted to hear him out. I needed him to prove Amy wrong. "I was disrespectful towards you. I’m so sorry."
"What the hell happened back there? You shut down on me." My voice croaked.
He shoved his fingers through his hair and gripped the roots. "I just…I don’t talk about my brother, ever…to anyone."
"And I was supposed to know that? I’m sorry about your brother. I really am. But that gives you no right to treat me the way you did back there. You made me feel cheap. Like I don’t even matter to you."
Conner was suddenly in front of me, cupping my face with his hands. "You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me. Being with you…being inside of you, was unlike anything I’ve ever known." My conflicted heart swelled, and my traitorous body buzzed with lust at the mention of what we did in the pool house.
"I’m assuming he’s no longer with us?" I tipped my head back to look at him.
He nodded. "He’s not." He sighed heavily, and his shoulders slumped.  "There are aspects of my childhood that I don’t talk about. I’ve told you all that I’m willing to share about my past. I can’t give you any more. It’s a non-negotiable."
"Non-negotiable," I repeated, absorbing the reality of those two words. Conner’s thumbs slowly caressed my cheeks as he palmed my jaw and searched my face. I knew nothing about his childhood. It disturbed me that he felt the need to lie about being an only child. "So…if I can’t accept that then this is…over?"
He gave an almost imperceptible nod. My heart sank. I couldn’t think straight with his hands on me. I turned my head away from him, causing him to release my cheeks from his palms. "I care about you, Novalee…a great deal. But I meant what I said. I’ll give you every other part of me, except for my past. I just can’t…" He shook his head as if he were shaking off a bad memory. "It’s a deal-breaker for me." A pained looked was etched across his face as he gave that ultimatum.
My heart cracked a little. For him. For us. I knew a thing or two about painful secrets. I had my own that I wasn’t ready to divulge. But could this ever work between us if we kept significant parts of ourselves from each other, no matter how dirty or unpleasant they were? He now knew about some of the physical abuse that I suffered by the hands of Keisha. But that was just the tip of the iceberg. Did our relationship stand a fighting chance to ever grow beyond what we had at this moment?
Giving in to my need to be with him, I relented. "Okay. I understand," I said, even though I doubted my resolve. I knew, deep down, that my patience and understanding had an expiration date. When that would be, time would only tell. But I knew the day would come when I’d want more, and he’d deserve more, from me. I prayed that in time, we would both be able to open our hearts and our lives up to each other, no matter how painful.
I rested the palms of my hands on his chest. He visibly relaxed under my touch. "Thank you," he said, barely above a whisper as we embraced.




Chapter 8
"COFFEE?" I ASKED, WHILE filling my Keurig canister with water. I poured my glass of wine out in the sink, opting for a caffeinated drink instead.
"Sure," he said as he reached above me for two coffee mugs. 
"I’ve decided to drop out of dental school." This was a much-needed change in conversation.
Conner stood beside me, leaning his back against the counter. "Really?" His eyebrows rose as he slowly nodded.
I prepared his coffee just the way he liked it – black and handed it to him. Leaning my back against the counter, I crossed my arms, holding the coffee mug in my hand. "Yeah. I’ve been doing some soul searching, if you will. I’m just not happy. I only pursued dentistry because of my dad. With him being an oral surgeon and Helena being a plastic surgeon, my options were few in their eyes. They always imagined that I would follow in his or her footsteps." Conner listened intently as he drank his coffee. "I’ve always love sketching, creating my own patterns, and sewing my own designs. For as long as I can remember, it’s all I’ve ever wanted to do. I sew almost all my clothes. And I have journals full of sketches. It’s all I ever think about."
"Wow. That’s incredible. I’m proud of you, angel."
"Thanks. Now all I have to do is break the news to my folks," I said with chagrin and took a sip of my coffee.
"You can’t live your life for your parents or for anyone. Stop trying to please everyone. It’s fucking exhausting and will only make you miserable in the process."
A slow smile curved on my lips. "Just like that, huh. You make it sound so simple."
He removed my mug from my hand, and placed both mugs on the counter beside us, before standing in front of me. My body buzzed with awareness and arousal as he wrapped his arms around my waist. I tried desperately to keep my hormones in check, at least during this conversation, but all I could think about was how he felt inside of me. "It really is that simple. If you’re not happy with your career path, change it. I’ll support you in any way you need. I’ll buy you a fucking store. Whatever you want. Just let me know. I’ll write you a blank check."
My eyes slightly bugged at his offer. "It’s really awesome that you believe in me like that. Thank you. But keep your money, Mr. Money Bags," I teased. "I have some inheritance money saved up from my grandfather. I’ve decided to use some of it for tuition. I’m going to major in Fashion Design." I ran my hands up and down his arms before standing on my tippy toes and wrapping my arms around his neck. "Did you always want to work in real estate development?"
"My dad groomed us – me since I was a child. It’s all I’ve ever known and what I’ve always wanted to do."
I caught the slip but ignored it. "Well, you rock at it. I read an article in last week’s Business Journal U.S.A on you and your latest home division expansion of Brathwaite, Inc. Your father must be very proud."
"I don’t know. Maybe."
I nuzzled my lips against his neck. "I must say it’s kinda hot. Dating a boss, and all."  I sucked on the beating pulse in his neck, before planting kisses along his jaw. His fingertips gripped my sides.
A slow simmer of desire coursed through my veins as his hands traveled to my backside and squeezed. My center still ached from our earlier sexcapades, but I still wanted more of him. As much as I could get. The answering bulge in his pants told me he wanted more of me too. 
Conner swiftly lifted me up onto the countertop, and I wrapped my legs around his waist. "You drive me fucking wild," he confessed, his voice laced with need.
"Baby, you ain't seen nothing yet." I grabbed the hem of his shirt and pulled it up over his head, exposing his hard, tanned body. Faint scratches marred his shoulders from our earlier lovemaking.
We started kissing feverishly, and he pulled the top of my strapless maxi dress down to my waist. His large hands massaged my breasts, and he broke from our kiss to pay them both revert attention. I moaned his name repeatedly as he took a nipple into his mouth and sucked it, before tugging it gently between his teeth. Bunching my dress up my thighs, he slid my panties down and stuffed them into his back pocket. I clawed at his back, creating new marks. My sex and thighs were slick with my juices, and I ground my hips into him. I made a mental note to sanitize the counters the very next day.
He moved his mouth up to meet mine, and our tongues mingled in a carnal kiss. I reached for the waistband of his pants, pulling them down just enough to expose his hard cock.
He pulled me forward by my hips and penetrated me so deliciously slow and so deep. "I can’t get over how tight you are," he said against my lips in a trembling voice. "Fuck," he growled as our bodies began to move.
While still kissing me, Conner gripped my backside and lifted me off the counter. With my legs wrapped tightly around him, he bounced me up and down onto his hard length, continuously and effortlessly, causing my eyes to roll back in my head. At some point during the bouncing, we made our way to my bedroom.
"I need to ride you. Please, baby," I begged, my voice sounding unrecognizable to my ears.
He set me down on my feet, and I pushed him back onto the bed. I climbed on top of him in an instant and straddled him. His hands roamed up and down my back and squeezed my bum cheeks, while I seductively ran my tongue along the flat disc of his nipples. His chest rose and fell rapidly, as I licked my way down his chest, to the ridges of his abs.
"Damn, you’re sexy," I rasped, before trailing my tongue back up the contours of his chest, his throat, and to his lips. I sucked on his tongue before breaking our kiss. "I need you inside of me," I said. "Now." I arched my back and splayed my hands across his chest as I lowered myself onto him.  The penetration was so deep with me on top. The intensity of being completely stuffed caused me to gasp. His fingertips bit into my hips as I slowly raised myself up to the tip of him, before dropping myself back down.
"Ah, fuck," he gritted out. I continued my torturous riding. Slowly up to the tip. Crashing down onto his entire length. After a few times, he stilled my movements by gripping onto my sides. "Wait, wait, wait, baby, fuck!"
I removed his hands from my waist and placed them on my breasts. "Hold on, daddy. Just lie back and enjoy the ride." I began circling and bucking my hips, riding his cock like an expert cowgirl. "Ah, Conner!  It feels so fucking good!" I screamed and moaned as the pressure built up in my womb. "Fuck, baby, I’m about to cum!" An orgasm skirted to the surface as my head lolled back in total bliss.
"Fuck, you know how to ride this dick!" he growled, as his fingers gripped my bum cheeks. He began thrusting his hips into me, topping me from the bottom, causing orgasm number two to hit me with full force. Tingly sensations coursed throughout my body from my toenails up to my hair follicles. My walls began to squeeze down on his cock, and fireworks exploded behind my eyes. The look on his face was one of pained ecstasy before he flipped me over in some type of acrobatic Kamasutra position.
Conner now sat up straight, his back against the headboard, his long legs outstretched in front of him. I was turned away from him, my arms grasping his muscular calves, as I lay face down, along the length of his legs. My opened legs were outstretched on each side of his waist. Our centers met in this position. Conner penetrated me while grabbing my hips and gliding me up and down onto him. It paid off to be petite, as Conner flipped me into this position in all of two seconds. Never I had I ever had sex in this position, but always and forever would I keep this in my mental Rolodex. I was too revved up to feel awkward about the fact that Conner had a close-up view of my bouncing bum cheeks.
I cried out indiscernible moans and grunts, and I completely fell apart when I felt his wicked tongue lick between the crack of my cheeks. Orgasm number three ripped through me when he penetrated my anus with his tongue. I trembled around him, causing him to follow me over the cliff into an earthshattering abyss.
∞∞∞
 
THANKS, GOOGLE. THE PRONE Tiger was the position that rocked my world inside out. I put my phone down on the nightstand, as I heard the bathroom faucet shut off. Conner strolled out of the bathroom in all his naked glory and snuggled under the sheets with me.  I snuggled against his chest, and he wrapped his arms tightly around me. "You’re going to be the death of me one day," he said in a gravelly voice. 
I looked up at him with a sedated smile on my face.
"I thought my fucking brain was going to explode," he said on a chuckle.
"I don’t think I can walk," I confessed. We both laughed heartily at our banter. But what was going on between us and blossoming within me was no laughing matter. I love you. That thought ran through my mind and pierced my heart. I knew at that moment; Conner had the power obliterate my heart in a thousand tiny pieces. As I looked into his brilliant green eyes, I think I saw love reflected at me, which made my heart swell. But I also saw an immense amount of pain in the depths of his irises.  But what caused my heart to catch in my throat, were the secrets. Secrets lie beneath his eyes like a dormant volcano, threatening to erupt and destroy everything in its wake, mainly me.  I looked away and rested my head on his chest once again, and I closed my eyes. The beating of his heart soothed my unsettled spirit. This is real. As real as his heartbeat.
His secrets have nothing to do with me.  His breathing began to slow down, as did mine, and sleep soon came for the both of us.




Chapter 9
"WOW. MEETING THE FOLKS, huh?" Amy’s voice carried over my phone’s speaker.
"I know, right? I’m nervous!" Conner never mentioned his father outside of work and didn’t seem to have a personal relationship with his mother, either. But I was appreciative of him being amenable to making the introduction.
I secured my ruby and diamond teardrop earrings and matching tennis bracelet. Conner had given them to me over breakfast a month ago. Over the last few weeks, many of our mornings and evenings were spent together. My favorite pastime became watching him dress for work. He would wake up at 4 a.m. to go for a run through his million-dollar neighborhood or to lift weights in his downstairs gym.
I would often lie awake nude under his covers as I watched him transform himself from the doting boyfriend into the intimidating businessman that the outside world knew him to be. He would encase himself with his usual armor of a custom-made suit, shiny cufflinks, Italian leather shoes, and tamed hair. I felt closer to him, in a way. Like I knew the man he really was, underneath the mask that he donned for the world.
"Don’t be nervous," Amy consoled. "They’ll love you. Everyone does."
"What are they like?" I secured another bobby pin in my loose curly chignon. 
"Mr. Brathwaite has a heart of gold. Super kind and such a gentleman, unlike his son."
"Ha, ha. Very funny. And Mrs. Brathwaite?"
"Ummm…well…Martina is a bit more…reserved. That’s where Conner gets his douchey-ness from, I’m sure."
I sighed, my stomach in knots. "Lay it on me, Amy." I examined the high split in my dress in my full-length mirror and hoped it wasn’t too revealing. The ruby-red gown hugged my curves like a glove.
"Well, she’s kind of a bitch. Don’t take it personally. She was this mega-famous supermodel back in the day, and she’s uber gorgeous. Conner is like the male version of her. They look exactly alike."
I scrutinized myself in the mirror, making sure my makeup was flawless. Tonight, I wore more than usual.
I opted for a light bronzer, as to not cover my freckles that Conner loved so much, and I chose a more dramatic eye, a bold smoky look that I had perfected many years ago from Helena’s instruction. I decided to go with my usual glossy nude lip, as Helena instilled in me that a bold lip and a smoky eye had no place at a formal affair. Choose one, she would say. Lest you’ll look like a tramp. An instruction that Fatima strongly disagreed with. "Martina’s polite enough and says all the right things." Amy hesitated a bit. "Kind of like my mother."
"Your mom thinks I’m awesome," I said facetiously.
"I’m sure she just wants him to be happy and meet the right woman. However, her idea of the right woman is probably some boring socialite from her inner circle. But that’s not who Conner chose," she said endearingly. "Although," she warned, "he’s probably banged most of them."
"Can we please refrain from talking about my boyfriend’s past sexual exploits?"
"You’re right. I’m sorry. But to be blunt, yes. Martina may have a problem with Conner dating an African American woman. Not that she’s a racist or anything. Some people are just more comfortable with staying with their own kind. And in Martina’s case, no one as of yet has been good enough for her precious Conner."
I absorbed all that she had said. "What time do you and Quentin plan to arrive?"
"Soon. I’m getting ready now."
"I’m so glad you’re coming. It’ll be nice to see another familiar face." I grabbed my clutch bag and checked its contents. Lip-gloss. Check. Powder. Check. Breath mints. Check. Hand sanitizer. Check. Compact Mirror. Check. Identification. Check. Credit card and cash. Check.
"Quentin’s partners from the firm will be there, and a lot of potential donors for his upcoming campaign. But I don’t really see the need to brownnose since my father is planning to give him more money than God for marrying his precious only daughter." Her voice was laced with bitterness. "Anyway," she singsonged. "I better get off the phone. I hate being late."
"Ok, hun. I’ll see you soon."
∞∞∞
 
I GAVE MYSELF A quick once over before opening the door for Conner. Since he couldn’t be naked twenty-four hours a day, Conner in a designer suit was the next best thing. He stood at the threshold looking debonair, in an expertly tailored black tuxedo and crisp white dress shirt. Conner’s tresses were finger-combed back with mousse, and I desperately wanted to run my fingers through it. He looked like a respectable gentleman with excellent pedigree.
"Hey, angel." He looked sexy as sin with his freshly shaved smooth jaw on his chiseled face.
"Hey, babe," I said as I shamelessly ogled him. "Don’t you clean up nicely." I stepped aside, letting him in. My apartment immediately felt smaller. Conner’s presence seemed to overpower every room he stepped in. He strolled into my place like he owned it. I came to realize that he did indeed own many of the establishments that we frequented, including the restaurant where we had our first non-date. I’d also come to realize that Gregorio no longer worked there. Apparently, he was let go on the same night Conner had accused him of flirting with me. The firing of Gregorio didn’t go over too well with me. Unfortunately, Gregorio never got his job back. Conner could be such a bastard sometimes. But he was my bastard.
"No nose ring tonight?" he asked as he kissed the tip of my nose.
"Yeah, I’m sure that would be a hit with your parents. I have it hidden." I tilted my head back and pointed to the flipped inward septum piercing. I slipped on my Stuart Weitzman silver stilettos and grabbed my clutch bag.
"Changed your mind yet about flying out with me tonight?" he asked as I locked up my place.
We linked arms as we headed to the elevator.  "I can’t, babe. I have work tomorrow. As tempting as it is, I can’t bail. I’m teaching a new children’s sewing class this week.  The roster is full." After the Brathwaite gala, Conner was taking his jet to Chicago for a quick business trip.
"You’re killing me, angel."
"I know," I pouted. "But I’m going with you to L.A. in a couple of weeks, and then to Chicago before the fall semester begins."
That seemed to appease him slightly. "Your ass looks amazing in that dress, by the way."
"Well, you know, I try." I winked. I had been working out daily and eating a lot healthier. I couldn’t have a boyfriend as fit as Conner and not put in a little more effort in working out. Conner was a total health nut. He rarely ate sweets or any high-calorie snacks. The only empty calories he typically indulged in was his bourbon. At times, too much, for my liking and comfort level.
We stepped into the elevator. "I’m excited about the gala tonight." More like petrified, but he didn’t need to know that.
"It should be interesting. Martina has hosted it every year for ten years now. I’ve never attended." Conner’s eyes focused on the elevator’s digital number display.
"You call your mother by her first name?" He gave a curt nod. "What made you decide to go this year?"
He shrugged. "My father wants to meet you. And I know how much you want to meet my parents. So, here we are…" He said it with as much excitement as one would express when getting a root canal.
I laced my fingers through his and looked up at him. His eyes were still focused on the elevators display numbers. Three more floors to go. "I read in the society pages that it’s a Suicide Prevention gala. That’s very admirable of them."
"Hmm," he murmured as the elevator doors opened. My anxiety increased by about tenfold.
We exited the elevator and headed to the front street entrance. Colin stood at the black Rolls Royce Phantom.  "Good evening, Miss Dumont, Mr. Brathwaite."
"Hi Colin," I beamed, while Conner gave a curt nod.
Colin held the door open for me, and Conner assisted me in getting into the car.  Once my gown was adjusted, Conner rounded the car and got in.
Once we were seated, Conner pressed the privacy button, and the glass went opaque.
"I absolutely love this car." We didn’t ride in the Rolls Royce often. Conner usually drove us around, either in the Audi R8 or in his
red 1967 Corvette L88 Coupe. I eyed the spacious interior and looked up through the sunroof.
Conner shrugged as if it wasn’t a big deal.
"How long has Colin been with you?"
"For five years now." Conner wasn’t exactly a man of many words tonight. I wondered if he was as nervous for me to meet his parents as I was.
I cozied up next to Conner, and he lazily rubbed his thumb over my knuckles.
"What should I expect tonight? How do you think your parents will respond to me?"
"It’ll be fine. And if they don’t like you, fuck em’."
My smile vanished, and I chewed my bottom lip. "Maybe this wasn’t a good idea. Why did you even invite me? It’s obvious that you don’t want me to meet them."
"I’m sorry, angel. I just fucking hate these galas. My temperament hasn’t nothing to do with you. Forgive me? You know I can be an asshole." He brought my hand up to his lips and kissed it. "You have absolutely nothing to worry about tonight. No matter what, I won’t let anyone disrespect you."  
I believed him, and my nerves calmed somewhat. I smiled and stroked his jaw with my hand. He kissed my open palm.  "Will there be lots of press there?"  I was hoping no, but I assumed yes.
According to the blogs and social media followers, the writing was on the wall. Our fling wouldn’t last. Conner was still labeled a playboy who was only temporary cooling his heels and trying "something new." I was labeled as a gold digger who had moved on to deeper pockets. From an NBA star to a billionaire business tycoon.
Conner’s eyes searched mine. "Yes, I suspect there will be. Are you okay with that?"
I wordlessly nodded.
"Come here." He gestured for me to sit on his lap with the lift of his chin. I pulled my dress up to my thighs and eagerly straddled him. "It’s just you and me, okay? No one else there will matter." I felt as if he was saying it to himself, as much as he was saying it to me. An unfamiliar glimmer of anxiety was etched around his eyes.
He grazed the pad of his thumb over my bottom lip, as he often did.  I seductively skated my teeth across his thumb, before taking it in my mouth and sucking on it. I twirled my tongue around it, before releasing it from my mouth. "How much time until we get there?" I asked.
Desire pooled in his smoldering eyes. I ran my tongue along his jawline, planting kisses along the way. "We’re about ten minutes out," he said, his voice strained with lust. "But Colin will drive around for as long as we want." His hands were now traveling up my bare thighs. 
"Five minutes is all I need," I said confidently, as I kissed him on the mouth and sucked on his tongue.
His eyebrows climbed. "Oh, really?" he lightly challenged as his large hand gently clasped around my throat and hungrily kissed me.
We moaned into each other’s mouths as I ground my hips against him. Thank goodness for the privacy screen, I thought, as I unbuckled his belt and unfastened his pants. Lowering myself to my knees in front of him, I made efficient use of the time.
∞∞∞
 
WITH A STUNNED LOOK in his eyes (he got this way every time I went down on him), he pulled me up by my shoulders and crashed his mouth into mine. The car slowed to a halt, resulting in us reluctantly breaking our kiss. We looked out of the tinted windows and realized we had arrived.
"Shit, we’re already here," I said as I quickly climbed off him. "I need a minute." I hurriedly fixed my hair and reapplied my lip gloss.
"Give us a few minutes," he barked into the intercom at Colin. He tucked his heavy cock and his shirt back into his trousers.  I readjusted my dress. "You ready for this, angel?" he asked, as swarms of photographers waited outside our car. The tension that was etched on his face ten minutes ago was back in full force.
"Let’s do this," I said.
∞∞∞
 
COLIN ROUNDED THE CAR and opened Conner’s door. After exiting, Conner buttoned his tuxedo jacket before taking my hand and carefully assisting me out of the vehicle. We were immediately assaulted by the bright lights of cameras flashing in our faces.  Conner’s face was impassive and regal, an icy glint in his eyes. I smiled gracefully for the cameras, trying my best not to squint from the harsh lights.
"Conner, Conner! Over here!  Conner! Novalee!" Reporters and photographers vied for our attention. It was all a bit overwhelming. Conner must have sensed my apprehension. He leaned down and brushed his lips against my ear. "It’s alright. Let’s go." He placed his hand on the small of my back and ushered me towards what looked like a museum of sorts. "Welcome to my childhood home," he said as we neared the entrance.
His family home was an imposing mansion in Sugarland, Texas. It was surrounded by lush gardens and trees. No other properties were in sight. Opulent flowing water fountains adorned the vast outdoor landscape, with acres of lush green lawn sprawling out as far as the eye could see. I halted my steps, taking in the lifestyle to which Conner was accustomed to. He took my hand and gently nudged, "The ballroom entrance is around the back."
I followed alongside him; our fingers laced together. Dozens of people surrounded the grounds, taking pictures, mingling, and leisurely making their way to the ballroom. We were stopped along the way as guests greeted us, seemingly surprised that Conner was in attendance tonight. Conner never let go of my hand and introduced me as his girlfriend. Most of the men’s eyes lit up with fascination at his introduction of me, while some of the women’s eyes lit up with something else entirely. All were very polite or pretended to be. A long and wide red carpet led up to the entrance of the ballroom, flanked with even more photographers on both sides. 
Conner’s face softened from its usual cold mask as he leaned down and pressed his lips to my forehead. I briefly closed my eyes, savoring the touch of his lips on my skin. Our intimate moment was interrupted by the intrusion of photographers. I didn’t think I would ever get used to the attention that Conner and I garnered as a couple.
We bypassed the Suicide Prevention banner. Conner was adamant in not wanting to pose in front wall flanked with teal and purple ribbons. Instead, we were photographed near the main entrance of the ballroom and refused to answer any questions other than confirming the status of our relationship. 
The ballroom was imperial, with its gleaming marble floors and crystal chandeliers. It felt as if I had stepped into a glamorous 1950’s Hollywood party.  Hundreds of people dined, mingled, or danced to the full orchestra lead by a Frank Sinatra impersonator.
Conner placed his hand on my lower back. "My parents are coming this way," he said against the shell of my ear. "Let’s get this over with." I furrowed my brows as I examined the tension in his shoulders and the guarded look in his eyes. It was evident that he was dreading this moment. Being here, in this place with his parents, conjured up memories from a past that he desperately wanted to forget.
This was all for me. He was trying to make an effort and let me in. My heart bloomed and broke at the same time. Guilt and worry gnawed at my core.
An extremely attractive and regal couple approached us. "Son," Mr. Brathwaite said, firmly shaking Conner’s hand and patting him on the back. His sage green eyes held so much warmth as he focused on me.
"Father."
Mrs. Brathwaite leaned into Conner and kissed both of his cheeks. He patted her on the back in an awkward hug. "Martina," Conner acknowledged.
Mrs. Brathwaite giggled an airy laugh as she palmed the side of Conner’s face. "They grow up, and suddenly they don’t want to be fussed over by their mothers." She lovingly smiled at him. She had yet to acknowledge me.
"He’s a grown man, dear. Give him some space," Mr. Brathwaite joshed as he laughed heartily.
I smiled politely and looked up at Conner. There was a delay in his returned smile. "Martina, Father, I’d like you to meet Miss Novalee Dumont." All six eyes turned to me. Conner looked down at me lovingly. Piqued curiosity reflected on his father’s face, while his mother stared at me with the same imperturbable expression that Conner donned on most days. 
"We’re delighted to meet you, Novalee."  Mr. Brathwaite’s smile widened, small creases forming around his eyes. He was handsome. Gorgeous even, like his son. But other than having the same eyes, Conner and his father didn’t resemble one another. And unlike Conner’s dark brown mane, Kenneth’s hair was dirty blond.
"It’s a pleasure to meet you, sir," I said as I extended my hand to him. "Mrs. Brathwaite, ma’am, it’s a pleasure to meet you, as well." I politely smiled and extended my hand to her next. She smiled tightly; her handshake was limp.
"Please, call me Kenneth," Mr. Brathwaite interjected.
My southern upbringing made me uncomfortable with his request. "Mr. Kenneth, sir," I acknowledged.
"Very nice to finally meet you, dear."  Mrs. Brathwaite’s indigo blue eyes held the same fire as her son’s. Her eyes surveyed me with a hint of scrutiny, causing me to subconsciously smooth a curly tendril back from my face. 
Amy wasn’t kidding. Conner was the masculine carbon copy image of his mother. Mrs. Brathwaite was quite stunning. Every bit of a top model. Just as intimidating as her son.
Conner’s hand rested on the small of my back and gave it a gentle rub. He had to know how formidable his mother came across. With the death of her other son, I could only imagine the fierce protectiveness she had of her only living child. "So, this thing between you two. Is it serious?" Mrs. Brathwaite inquired.
How the heck was I supposed to answer that? "Yes. Very," Conner interjected. The calm and subtle intensity on Conner's face challenged a less than favorable response from her.
I smiled up at Conner before looking back at his parents. Both were momentarily stunned silent, but Mr. Kenneth recovered first. "That’s wonderful, son." He uncomfortably glanced at his wife, also with a flicker of challenge in his eyes.
Mrs. Brathwaite cleared her throat and smiled, almost graciously before grabbing a champagne flute from a passing waiter and taking a healthy swallow. "Well, isn’t that wonderful. Congratulations, dear," she offered to me.  "Aren’t you a lucky girl." The condescension was apparent.
I pressed my lips together in what I hoped resembled a smile.
"I’m the lucky one, Martina," Conner interjected. Interesting that he called her by her first name, but called his father, Father.
"Of course," she defensively replied.
"We’re just so glad that you were both able to make it tonight," Mr. Kenneth elaborated.
"We’re not staying long," Conner deadpanned as he looked at his mother. Her eyes were bright and glistening with what appeared to be unshed tears.
"What a shame," his father responded with a bit of dejection in his voice. Mr. Kenneth looked somberly between the three of us. "Well, then." He cleared his throat. "You two enjoy your evening. Novalee, again, it’s a pleasure." He slightly bowed before escorting Mrs. Brathwaite away.
"Home sweet home," Conner said, trying and failing to lighten the mood.
I stared off at Mrs. Brathwaite. She blended seamlessly into the crowd, gracefully greeting and mingling with the other guests. It stung a little when she hugged and air-kissed Sasha.
"I’m sorry about that," he said. I felt his eyes on me while my eyes were on Mrs. Brathwaite and Sasha.
"Not your fault." That your mother doesn’t think I’m good enough, I wanted to add.
"We can go if you’d like."
"And not get the chance to dance with you?" Dozens of couples waltzed around the dance floor.  It looked like a scene from an old black and white movie. I turned to face him, a smile curving on my lips. "I’ll have you know, my parents made me take waltz lessons when I was a child. I was a debutante girl. So, you have to at least allow me to put my dance moves to good use."
"God, you too? I wanted to break my own damn legs when my parents made me take waltz lessons." I smiled at another known fact from his childhood that he had shared with me. The singer on stage began to sing Frank Sinatra’s Come Fly With Me. "Shall we?" he asked as he smiled and held his hand out for me.
I took his hand and allowed him to escort me to the dance floor. "Ready to make me the most envied man here?  Most of the men here have been eye-fucking you since we arrived," he murmured.
I giggled as he playfully and aggressively pulled me toward him, our bodies now pressed against each other. After kissing me chastely on the lips, we stood in position and began to waltz. Our bodies were effortlessly in sync.
"We have quite the audience," I said as I noticed more than a few couples smiling fondly and curiously at us. Sasha downright glared at us, as she waltzed with her dance partner.
"You have an audience. They’re looking at you." His glowing green eyes hungrily took me in. "You’re the most beautiful woman here."
"You’re such a charmer." I playfully swatted at his chest before gingerly running my fingers over the hard planes of it. He grabbed my hand and kissed it.
"Keep touching me like that and I’m going to lift you over my shoulder and carry you out of here," he whispered, his breath tickling my ear.
"You wouldn’t dare," I challenged.
He sardonically laughed. "I wouldn’t?" He had gone all caveman on me before, flipping me over his shoulder. I didn’t want to test his challenge.
∞∞∞
 
MANY PEOPLE VIED FOR Conner’s attention throughout the evening. We spent most of the night conversing with various political figures, media personalities, and fellow businessmen and businesswomen.   Throughout my childhood and early adulthood, my parents had exposed me to various charity functions, debutante balls, and social clubs, so I comfortably blended into several conversations.
"Have you seen Quentin and Amy?" I leaned over and asked Conner while we ate our four-course meal.
"Quentin texted me earlier and told me that something came up." The waiter brought over a double shot of bourbon as Conner requested. As he swallowed the amber liquid, I noticed Mr. Kenneth eyeing Conner sternly from across the table. Conner boldly stared back at his father and downed the entire contents. My hand gently squeezed his leg underneath the table when he signaled the waiter back over for another drink.
The master of ceremony began to speak, garnering the attention of the audience.  Conner whispered in my ear, "Let’s get some fresh air. I want some alone time with you."
"Wouldn’t that be rude? The keynote speaker is about to take to the podium," I whispered.  I also knew that if we left before the speech commenced, my name would be highlighted on Mrs. Brathwaite’s shit list. She had been eyeing me suspiciously from across the table throughout our entire meal. Every time Conner showed any affection towards me, her disapproval was evident.  If it were acceptable and legal, she probably would have thrown her steak knife at me.
"I don’t give a fuck," he calmly whispered in my ear.
"You’re impossible," I said as I removed the cloth napkin from my lap. Perhaps going outside was a good idea, as it would deter Conner from drinking the second double shot of bourbon that the waiter had brought him.
"Father, if you’d excuse us," he said as he rose and pulled my chair out for me.
"Sure, son," Mr. Brathwaite said.  Mrs. Brathwaite narrowed her eyes at me before averting her attention back to the master of ceremony.
Conner led me out of the ballroom and outside into the warm night air.  Hand in hand, he led me around to the back of the mansion. We went through a secluded gate and up a narrow flight of stairs, which led to a private balcony. The balcony’s barrier was encased with white marble railings. Built-in lighting glowed within the marble deck floors.  "Wow," I said, my heels softly clacking as I walked across the deck. "This is incredible." Majestic forest views surrounded us. I looked up into the clear starry sky and breathed in the warm night air.
Conner, with his hands in his pockets, looked around at his surroundings and shrugged. It aggrieved me that he took such beautiful things for granted, almost jaded by it all. "I haven’t lived here since I was seventeen. I moved in with Quentin and his family when I returned from boarding school. I haven’t been back since then."  
"Really?" I had so many questions, but they ceased on my tongue. Whatever he wanted to share tonight would be enough for now.
I walked over to the marble railing and leaned against it, looking out at the landscape below us. Conner approached me from behind and wrapped his arms around my waist. I leisurely leaned my head back against his chest and rested my body into the curve of his. Silence engulfed us with only the faint sounds of the keynote speaker heard off in the distance. Crossing my arms over his, I said, "I love it out here. It’s so peaceful. Do you think you’ll be missed if we don’t head back in right away?"
"We can stay out here for as long as you’d like." He rested his chin on top of my head, as his body enveloped mine.
I turned around to face him, resting my hands on his chest. "I appreciate it— you bringing me here to meet your parents." I searched his eyes and ran the palm of my hand across his jaw. "But we don’t ever have to come back to this place." He sighed deeply and gave an almost imperceptible nod.
His expression softened as he tucked a loosened curly tendril behind my ear. Being back in his childhood home probably brought up a lot of unwanted memories about his brother. I had an inkling that this gala had to do with his brother’s death.
"Did I tell you how incredible you look tonight?" He nuzzled his nose into my hair before planting kisses along my freckles.
"Maybe once or twice." I parted my lips for him, our tongues teasing and seducing, stroking and sucking. He tasted like bourbon; his soft lips warm to touch. "What if someone comes out here and sees us," I said as his hand seductively roamed up my exposed thigh.
"Oh. The fuck. Well," he said, emphasizing every word, before trailing his tongue across my collar bone, planting soft kisses in its wake. Everywhere he touched, heat followed. His hand traveled up to my bare hip bone and then to the thin strap of my thong. While kissing the swells of my breasts, he reached underneath my panties and palmed my sex. "You’re so wet for me."
His other hand gripped my hair and pulled my head back slightly to expose the column of my throat. I stifled a moan as he lightly pressed his thumb on my clit and made lazy circles.
My breaths came quick. I moaned his name; all other thoughts and words were incoherent. My moans started to sound animalistic and foreign to my own ears.
"You’re always so responsive," Conner whispered in my ear.
Heat began to build up in my body, starting from my toes, spreading up my legs, and forming in my gut. Applying more pressure, his thumb moved faster. His lips made their way back to my mouth. Simultaneously, his tongue entered my mouth as he thrust two longs fingers inside of me.
He hooked his fingers inside of me, hitting my g spot and causing my eyes to slam shut. My legs began to tremble uncontrollably.  My thighs were embarrassingly slick with my arousal, as was his hand. I broke away from our kiss as a moan escaped from my lips.
"That’s right, baby. Cum for me," he whispered.  I clenched around his fingers.  Conner’s thumb eased its pressure, and his fingers slowed their thrusting as an orgasm washed over and through me. I pressed my face into the lapel of his tuxedo jacket, and I groaned in ecstasy.
His heart beat loudly against me, and his erection pressed into my stomach. Upon removing his fingers from my sex, he grabbed onto the side of my thong and with one quick tug, tore it off.
"Hey, I liked those," I said, still breathless and looking up at him with wonder.
He tucked them into his jacket pocket. "They’re mine now."
I pressed my body into him, feeling the column of his cock against me. I ran my hands down his chest and over his abs, then lower. I began to stroke the length of him over his trousers. "I’m two seconds away from fucking you over this balcony," he said, his voice thick with arousal.
"I’m not having sex with you on your parent’s balcony." I tsked. "Never going to happen."
"Then you should stop now," he calmly warned. My hands froze on the hard outline of his cock before removing my hand. He smirked, his eyes vivid and sharp. "Tease," he joshed before softly kissing my lips. "Let’s get you home."
I nodded and adjusted my gown back in to place for the second time that night.  Conner adjusted himself, but it did very little to disguise his massive erection. "Oh, my goodness. You can’t go out there like that! Take your jacket off and drape it over your arm in front of you.
"Your fault," he said, as he took his tuxedo jacket off and complied.
"Should we go back in and say our goodbyes?"
"That may not be the best idea," he said, looking down at his barely concealed bulge.
"You’re right," I chuckled.
Conner escorted me down the steps and back to our awaiting car. He cradled me in his lap the entire way home.  Once we were at my front door, he asked me once again, "Last chance. Come to Chicago with me?"
"Baby, I can’t go," I said as I wrapped my arms around his neck.
"Thought it was worth one more try," he said. "You owe me lots and lots of phone sex."
"Hell yeah," I readily agreed, grinning like a Cheshire cat.
"Lock up when I leave, okay?"
"Okay. Have a safe flight. I’ll miss you."
"I’ll miss you more," he said before he passionately kissed me goodbye.




Chapter 10
OVER THE NEXT COUPLE of months, Conner and I became inseparable. We were four months into our relationship, and our lives seamlessly blended together, rarely spending a night apart. Since the night of the gala, we hadn’t stepped foot inside of his parents' home. However, we did join Conner’s father for dinner, meeting him at a restaurant downtown. Coincidentally, Martina wasn’t in attendance, as she was recovering from cosmetic surgery. Kenneth’s personal assistant, Yanna, attended in Martina’s stead. Yanna was a Dominican woman in her late thirties. She wore a sleeveless red sheath dress which complimented her dark chocolate skin. Her jet-black curly hair was cut short in a tapered afro, its luscious locks cascading forward over her deep-set dark brown eyes.
Kenneth and Yanna arrived only a few minutes after us. He led her to our table with his hand on the small of her back. It was such an intimate gesture between two colleagues. I turned to Conner to gauge his take on their familiarity with one another. Conner’s face was unreadable as he watched the two of them. Upon approaching our table, introductions were made. Over dinner, Conner and his father interacted as two business partners would, discussing mergers and acquisitions. Kenneth was pleasant and charming towards me, and he openly flirted with Yanna. Conner observed their interaction with a calm irritation that was expertly masked by a look of boredom. Conner slightly winced when Yanna used the pad of her thumb to wipe a drop of sauce off Kenneth’s lip. I clasped Conner’s hand under the table as we watched Yanna and Kenneth openly make advances towards one another.  
After dinner while in the car, I mentioned to Conner, "So…Yanna. She’s friendly. Did you know about the two of them?"
A brooding Conner replied dryly, "I did."
"I see." I rested my hand on his thigh. He clasped my hand and brought it up to his lips for a kiss, before resting our joined hands between us. We drove the rest of the way home in silence.
Upon returning to his place, Conner excused himself to his home office. I excused myself to bed and waited for him to come to me. And he did, during the still of the night. He reeked of bourbon, and his touch was rough and desperate, lacking intimacy.
After withdrawing from me, our bodies were slicked with sweat, and our chests heaved with staggered breaths. Without so much as a goodnight kiss, Conner rolled off me and onto his stomach. He passed out without uttering a single word.
∞∞∞
 
WE INVITED MY PARENTS over for dinner at Conner’s place. Unfortunately, my father declined our invitation. Helena, however, graciously accepted our invite. Dinner was a success. Conner passed her "test" with flying colors, answering all the questions she had for him to her satisfaction.
After dinner, I walked Helena to her car, our arms linked. "I like him. He’s a bit of an enigma, but I can tell that he’s crazy about you."
"You really like him?" I was relieved and giddy. Helena, like my father, was ridiculously hard to please.
"Yes, sweetheart. Conner didn’t come in the package that your father and I imagined, but he’s quite a catch. He’ll be able to provide for you in a way that you’ve become accustomed to, even more so than I’ve ever dreamed for you."
"I don’t care about his money, Helena." It was off-putting that his net worth seemed to be a significant factor in Helena’s favorable opinion of him. 
"I know, sweetie. But let’s face it. You’ll need a little help in that department since you quit dental school."
To say that my parents were disappointed in me for dropping out of dental school was an understatement. "I thought we went over this. I’ll be going back in the fall. Just with a different major."
"I know, Novalee. We just had other plans for you. You’ve made so many changes, as of late. It’s hard to keep up sometimes."
We now stood at her white Lexus convertible. She tweaked my septum piercing with her finger and fluffed my curls while pursing her lips. I defiantly held my head up high. Gone were the days of hiding who I really was to appease my parents. I was finally doing what I wanted to do when it came to my education and my future. I was with the man that I…dare I say loved, no matter what my father thought about it. "I’m still the same person, Helena. I’m just finally living my life by my own rules. I’m happy. So be happy for me."
She gently cradled my jaw. "Oh, honey, I love you. And I’m proud of the woman you’ve become. Just be patient with us…especially with your father."
"I will, but dad is overreacting. It’s not like I got a face tattoo or joined a cult. Goodness." I was tired of fitting into the box that my father had for me. During the first twelve years of my life, he was content with being a very part-time father and a full-time financial contributor.  When I moved in with him, his heavy-handed approach to fatherhood took some getting used to. He had an opinion about everything, from how I wore my hair, to the style of my clothes, to the way I spoke, and my educational path. My schedule for a twelve-year-old consisted of therapy, etiquette classes, private tutors, piano lessons, and cooking lessons. I tried hard to please him over the years, still not one hundred percent sure that his love for me was unconditional.
"I’ll work on your father. Tell Conner to work on his mother, because you will not tolerate disrespect." Helena and I embraced, and she settled into her car. "You get along okay with his father?"
"Mr. Brathwaite is very kind. He seems to be supportive of our relationship."
"Good. Times have changed, you know. And besides, you’re not some ghetto hoochie mama from around the way.  You are a beautiful, cultured, educated, and sophisticated young woman. You come from a good family. Men have always been weak in the knees over you. So many of my sorors and colleagues want to set you up with their sons. Conner is lucky to have you in his life."
"I know."
"Good. Never forget your worth. You are loved. You are wanted." This was something Helena repeated to me often. She had the uncanny ability to know just when I needed to hear it.
"Love you, Helena. Drive safe," I said as I closed her door.
"Love you, too." She daintily waved her hand before driving off Conner’s estate.




Chapter 11
TWO WEEKS IN CHICAGO with my boyfriend. I couldn’t have asked for a better time for the boutique to be closed for renovations, allowing me the time off from work. Conner and I stayed at the Brathwaite Hotel located in the Gold Coast area of Chicago. I spent my days being pampered with luxurious spa treatments and extravagant shopping sprees, while Conner spent his days at work in the Chicago office. Our nights were spent sightseeing and going to fancy dinners, and we always ended our evenings with our bodies connected as one.
"Shouldn’t you reschedule?" I asked as I stood in front of the hotel vanity mirror, applying hair gel to my curls.
He stood beside me, deftly tying his tie. "You can handle it. Just pick the one you like, and I’ll make the offer."
Conner wanted to purchase a place in the windy city and wanted me to accompany him on his house hunt.  However, due to an impromptu meeting called by his father, he was unable to meet with his realtor. He asked me to go alone, in his stead.
"You’re leaving that up to me?" I shrieked. "You want me to select a home for you?" I stood there dumbfounded as I stared at him in the mirror.
"You’ll be fine.  And you’re selecting a home for you. A place for us to stay whenever we come to visit. I’m putting your name on the deed," he stated matter of factly, before kissing my forehead and strolling out of the master bathroom.
I balked and followed behind him. "Why would you do that?  That’s too much. It’s all too much. The shopping sprees, the jewelry, the new car, and now a new home? You don’t have to do all of this," I stressed, and not for the first time. Conner gladly gave me his time, his body, his loyalty, and his money. But what I really wanted was his whole heart. I wanted the secrets that he hid behind his eyes and his fancy suits. And I yearned to hear those three little words.
"No, I don’t have to do it. I want to. So, let me." He slipped his arms through his suit jacket before grabbing his briefcase.
I stood there, flabbergasted. Conner talked about buying me a house as if he were buying me a cup of coffee. In times like these, I was reminded of his billion-dollar net worth, and the stark differences in our lifestyles. I fidgeted from one barefoot to the other. I was topless, only wearing blue Wonder Woman cotton panty briefs. I looked up at a sophisticated, impeccably dressed Conner. His armor for today was a custom-made Brioni navy blue suit, Cartier cuff links, Italian leather shoes, and a Rolex watch. Underneath his suit, he wore designer undergarments. His entire outfit cost more than the average family size car. Although I came from an upper-class family with my parents comfortably earning close to a half a million dollars per year, the differences between Conner and I were glaring to the outside world. "Stop overthinking this," he said, breaking into my thoughts. "I’ll be back by 7. We’ll go out to dinner when I return." He skimmed the pad of his thumb across my bottom lip.
I nodded and smoothed my hand down his red tie. The same tie that he used last night to bind my wrists. My cheeks heated, just thinking about it.
"You’re blushing," he teased, before squeezing my backside.
"Can you blame me after last night?" Conner was a kinky bastard, and my body thoroughly enjoyed every part of his kinky. Over the last few months, his fingers, tongue, and cock had explored every part of my body. He recently introduced me to being spanked while having my wrists bound. He was dominating during sex, as much as he was in every other aspect of his life. The only times he would relinquish control was when I was on top of his glorious body, riding him or sucking him into oblivion.
I raised up on my tippy toes, and our mouths met in a tender kiss. "Lisa will meet you in the lobby at noon. You have a spa appointment at 9." He kissed me once more before heading out.
∞∞∞
 
ROOM SERVICE WAS DELIVERED just as the esthetician, massage therapist, and manicurist exited our suite. A platter of fruit, warm buttery croissants, bacon, eggs, and pomegranate juice was arranged on the dining table of our three thousand square foot suite. I nibbled on the mouthwatering food while getting dressed. I slipped on a short orchid-purple, embroidered peasant style dress, made by yours truly. I donned a pair of wedges, along with my pendant necklace, bracelets, and large hoop earrings.  I diffused my curls and inspected the makeup that the esthetician had applied. She used a shimmer bronzer and a soft summer makeup palette, giving me the natural look that I preferred. I grabbed my bag and headed out to meet Conner’s agent.
As I entered the grand lobby of the hotel, I was approached by a striking thirty-something-year-old Black woman with a short, cropped, pixie haircut. She introduced herself as Lisa Finley. Lisa was stunning and classy in a Ralph Lauren pants suit and a pearl necklace of equal sophistication. A pair of sky-high Louboutins completed her outfit. After we exchanged pleasantries, we ate a light lunch in the hotel restaurant while getting better acquainted.  Lisa’s husband, Daryl Finley, worked on Conner’s legal team. She and Daryl met in undergrad at Howard University. Upon graduating from Howard Law School, Daryl accepted a position with Brathwaite Inc.’s Chicago division.
After going over a few home specs, we headed over to a historic Greystone property close to Michigan Avenue, near the lakefront.
"Mr. Brathwaite informed that you’ll be making an offer today."
"That’s the plan," I said nervously. "No pressure, right?" I joked. She smiled thoughtfully as she unlocked the door to the luxurious and imposing Greystone.
"Wow," I mouthed as we entered the grand living space. Our heels echoed on the gleaming hardwood floors.
Lisa gave me a moment to take in its splendor. "Beautiful, isn’t it?" I nodded wordlessly. "This residence is 8600 square feet. It’s been renovated throughout, with top of the line fixtures and appliances. The current owners have done a beautiful job blending superior quality craftsmanship with modern convenience."
I looked around in awe. "How much is this one going for?"
"It’s on the market for 5.1 million. Conner has informed me that he will make an aggressive cash offer on whichever property you choose. I don’t anticipate there being any problems in closing quickly." Five million dollars? There was no way I was going to allow him to put the deed in my name. 
Lisa and I walked through all three levels of the expansive floor plan. I was a bit overwhelmed, as she spouted off facts about each part of the home.  The first floor housed a great room, dining room, family room, and gourmet kitchen. On the basement level, there was a home theater, a gym, and a bedroom. On the second level, there was a luxurious master suite, five additional bedrooms, an office, and a library with built-in floor to ceiling shelves.  The home also included an attached three-car garage and a landscaped garden.
I walked room to room, snapping pictures with my phone. Although the home was beautiful and elegant, it didn’t seem to reflect Conner’s personal style. Its old-world charm was classic and inviting, but I knew that Conner would prefer something a bit more contemporary. It would be a shame to gut such a beautiful place to renovate it. After expressing this to Lisa, we headed out to the next property.
We visited a condominium next. Mature trees lined the streets. The elegant and historical exterior took my breath away. We checked in with the doorman and headed to a private elevator, which led us up to the top floor. As soon as we stepped foot into the private foyer, I was giddy with excitement. "This property isn’t on the market yet. The owners do anticipate a quick sale but have already agreed to sell it to Mr. Brathwaite, if you like it. It’s a bit smaller than the other property, at 4000 square feet, but what it lacks in space, it makes up for with its timeless beauty, modern amenities, and twelve-foot ceilings. It has hardwood floors throughout and magnificent views from every room. There are five bedrooms, two offices, and six baths." We walked through a formal living room, a family room that opened to a chef’s kitchen, a formal dining room, and a spacious laundry room, all with modern upgrades. Three out of five bedrooms each had a fireplace. The master suite opened to a terrace. There was also a private rooftop deck.  "You get six parking spaces and have access to the gym and spa downstairs."
Walking through the penthouse, I immediately pictured Conner and I vacationing here and spending time by the fire, during a winter white Christmas. And the views were to die for. There were so many large windows showcasing spectacular views of city parks and the lakefront. The decor was even perfect. A perfect blend of modern and contemporary. The hardwood floors were dark chocolate, and the kitchen was all white with a huge center island. I walked through the house, taking pictures of every room. Each room looked like a snapshot from Pinterest that I would have pinned and tried to duplicate myself.  This was the one. I knew that Conner would love it.
I expressed as much to Lisa on our way up to the private and furnished rooftop deck. "How much is this going for?"
"4.8 million."
I inwardly cringed at the price. But at least it was cheaper than the last one.
Lisa gave a polite smile. "I know this can be overwhelming. If it makes you feel any better, I sold Mr. Brathwaite his SoHo penthouse in Manhattan and his beach house in Malibu. Those were far more exorbitant in price." We both sat down on the cushioned chairs around the unlit fire pit. "May I be candid?"
"Sure," I said.
"Daryl and I have known Mr. Brathwaite for a long time. Over the last few months, there has been a noticeable change in him. He’s a lot more amiable." She chuckled as she continued, "Some might say that he isn’t always the most agreeable person to work for."
I laughed along with her. "Oh, I can just imagine."
"But in all seriousness, there is a peace about him that we haven’t seen since…well…ever. It’s obvious. He’s completely smitten with you. Your presence in his life has done wonders for our work and family balance. So, from us to you, thank you," she said, as she pressed her palms together in a praying position and playfully bowed.
We giggled like schoolgirls. We sat back and took in the sun rays and the magnificent views around us.
"Let’s do it. Let’s make an offer," I grinned.
"Yay! Excellent choice."
I sighed with contentment. "How about you play hooky for the rest of the day and we go get a drink."
"Drinks are on me. Let’s go!" Lisa said enthusiastically.
We spent the next couple of hours at a nearby bar, drinking mojitos and eating
hors d'oeuvres. We exchanged contact information and made plans for the four of us to get together on our last night in town at a downtown blues joint. It wasn’t quite Conner’s usual scene, but I had the feeling that he was going to love it.
∞∞∞
 
"YOU LOOK AMAZING," CONNER said, his lips against my ear, as we walked into the downtown restaurant. A few paparazzi stalked around outside the trendy upscale restaurant, clicking their cameras at us. Conner escorted me inside the restaurant, his hand on the small of my back. We were immediately greeted by the maître d and led to a table on the rooftop terrace.
Conner was tie-less in a dark gray dress shirt with its top button unfastened. He wore tailored black Boss suit pants and dress shoes. I wore a cherry red bandage dress that Conner had gifted me for this evening. It fit my curves like a second skin. I paired it with red and multicolored four-inch Versace heels. 
I planned to show Conner pictures of the Chicago penthouse after he returned from work. It was evident, however, that he had other plans when he bent me over the dining room table. His plans continued in the shower, and then in the king-size bed.
Our shower dampened bodies were tangled in the sheets of the bed, as Conner skillfully sexed me, his hips moving in ways that made every single nerve ending in my body come alive. My nails clawed at his back, and the heels of my feet dug into his muscular ass, as he pumped me closer into an orgasmic bliss. I felt completely raw and exposed; my heart bursting wide open beneath him. As his kisses trailed from my mouth to the delicate spot behind my ear, I squeezed my eyes shut, willing myself to come back down from the place my heart was dangerously leading me to.
"I love you, Conner." The words tumbled out of my mouth, against his shoulder, before I could stop them. I was met with silence.
A single tear spilled from my eye when he stilled inside of me at my proclamation, his lips pausing on my neck. He didn’t say those three words back to me, wouldn’t even look me in the eye. Instead, he responded by tipping me over the edge with his expert moves, causing me to cry out from my orgasm, that he soon followed with his own.
As we sipped on our drinks, his bourbon, and my whiskey-ginger, he swiped through the pictures of the penthouse on my phone. "I think you’re going to love it!" I said as I raved about the rooftop deck, the views of the city, and the master suite. "Are you really going to purchase it, even without taking a look at it yourself?"
"I already put an offer in. Congratulations. You’re a homeowner now."
"It belongs to you, not me."
"Christ, Novalee. Not this again." Irritation was etched on his face as he signaled the waiter over with his hand.
Our waiter quickly scurried over. "Yes, sir." He elegantly stood rod-straight with his hands behind his back.
"This bourbon tastes like shit. Get me a glass of your Jefferson’s Ocean." I gave Conner a subtle reprimanding look. "Please," he said tight-lipped.
"Yes, sir. Right away." The waiter hurried off.
"Conner, I can’t accept it. It’s too much."
My phone started to vibrate while Conner swiped through the pictures on my screen. He stilled, his eyes skimming over my phone.
"Conner, do you hear me? I’m not letting you buy me a house."
"Why the fuck is Marcus texting you?" he asked, his voice low and measured.
"How would I know. I’ve never even mentioned Marcus to you. That’s how insignificant he is. He’s just someone—"
"I know who he is. Why is he texting you?" A storm was brewing in his cold eyes. His voice was calm and icy.
"How do you know who he is if I’ve never told you about him?" I looked inquisitively at him; my head cocked to the side.
"I know about all your past lovers," he said dispassionately, as if there was nothing seriously wrong with that tidbit of information.
I reached for my phone, but my extended hand remained empty as Conner began typing something into my phone. I leaned forward and snatched my phone from his fingers. I momentarily looked away from a seriously pissed Conner and viewed the text message.
Marcus, 7:58pm
I miss you. I can’t stop thinking about you. I miss holding you. Kissing you. Touching you. Making love with you. Call me. Please. I just wanna talk. I can’t seem to get you out of my head.
Conner had started to type back a response but hadn’t had a chance to complete the text.
Novalee, 7:59pm
Hey dickface. This isn’t Novalee. It’s her boyf
I deleted Conner’s text and placed my phone down on the table before looking up at his steely face.
"Care to explain, angel?" The steadiness in his voice was betrayed by the fury in his eyes.
"I have no idea why he’s texting me. I haven’t spoken to him in ages. As you know, from your creepy stalker tendencies, Marcus is an old classmate of mine. Someone from my past," I said, repeating the same words he told me about Sasha, and the countless others we had run into since then. He cocked his head to the side while scrutinizing me with his glacier eyes. "What, Conner?" Irritation gnawed at me. "You knew I wasn’t a virgin. I have a past too, just like you."
"But my past isn’t sending me goddamn text messages."
"Oh, that’s right. Your past is just a bunch of faceless tits who never had the pleasure of getting your phone number. My bad. That’s so much better." Marcus was one of three guys I had slept with in my entire life. Conner was rumored to have slept with hundreds of women. "You don’t trust me?  You think I fucked him after I met you?" I downed the rest of my second whiskey-ginger. "Don’t worry, I’m only fucking you." Couldn’t really call it making love, could I? Conner would have to love me, for me to call it that.  Marcus, on the other hand, called it making love. Marcus told me that he loved me. He’d confessed that he had been pining for me all along while I was with Andre. And what did I do when Marcus confessed his love for me? I bailed. I didn’t feel the same way. I knew I never would. And here I was, now getting a visit from karma.
"You think this is just fucking for me?" He leaned forward, his voice low and incredulous.
I signaled the waiter for a whiskey straight, this time. I stared at Conner blankly. I hoped he couldn’t see the vulnerability and hurt in my eyes. "I don’t want the fucking penthouse, okay." My voice was shaky as I fought impending tears.
"Fuck the penthouse," he growled. He knew that what we had between us meant more to me than fucking. He knew he owned me. Mind, body, and soul. I was foolish enough to tell him so.
"I’m not cheating on you, okay. I haven’t seen or spoken to Marcus in months."
"I know that, Novalee," he said, somewhat exasperated. The bartender came over with my whiskey. I immediately took a large gulp and winced. Conner’s hand stilled over mine, holding the glass in place a few inches from my mouth. "I think you’ve had enough," he gritted out.
I chuckled but let him take the glass. "That’s rich, coming from you."
Conner was a binge drinker, usually consuming half of a bottle of bourbon in one sitting. He didn’t drink every day, but when he did, he made up for lost times. His favorite pastime was drinking alone. He’d disappear to his home office for hours at a time. Many nights, I’d find him passed out at his desk or on the floor with an empty or near-empty bottle of bourbon nearby. I often chided him about his drinking, but Conner wasn’t the type of man who admitted to weaknesses or flaws. He was a grown-ass man, who on occasion liked his Bourbon, he’d say.  He had everything under control, he'd say. What he did in the privacy of his own home was his business.
"Text him back. Handle your shit. You really don’t want me to. Things could become very…complicated for Marcus." His firm resolve made me shiver.
"You can’t control those around me just because they like what they see," I said as I fluffed my curls. "You can’t pull strings in my life like it’s some goddamn puppet show. Just because I call you daddy when you fuck me, doesn’t mean you’re my goddamn father." Defiance seemed to flow freely through me as the booze coursed through my veins. Conner’s jaw ticked, but he remained silent. "You know what? Fine." I sent off a rapid-fire text message. "Here. Happy now?" I held the phone up to him.
Novalee, 8:15pm
Hi Marcus. I hope you’re doing well, but I think you should know. I’m still in a relationship, and I don’t think it’s appropriate to continue this conversation. It’s not fair to you. I care for my boyfriend deeply, and that’s not going to change. It’s not a good idea for you to text me anymore, as I don’t want you to have to deal with his shit. He can be a vicious prick sometimes and thinks he rules the fucking world.
Conner’s scowl deepened as he read my text. I pocketed my phone in my bag and said, "I think I’m done here. I suddenly don’t have an appetite." I rose from my chair, its legs scraping against the floor, causing a few patrons to glance over at us before resuming their meals and conversations. I steadied myself as the floor tilted a bit.
Conner threw some money on the table before quickly rising. I grabbed my glass and downed the rest of my whiskey, silently daring him to say something snarky. His nostrils flared, and his jaw ticked, but he remained silent. Smart man. He grabbed me firmly by the elbow and ushered me out of the restaurant.
Colin was waiting at the curb. A few cameras flashed towards us and were met with my middle finger as I yelled, "Fuck off," before I was ushered none too gently into the car. We rode back to the hotel, both on the far opposite ends of the back seat. An uncomfortable silence engulfed us, as we both stared out of our passenger windows.
Upon entering our suite, I kicked off my heels and stomped off to the bathroom. I left Conner standing near the closet as he slowly unbuttoned his shirt, looking unbothered. After using the bathroom, I washed my hands and looked at my reflection in the mirror. The lights in the bathroom were too bright, and my reflection was a bit out of focus. I sat down on the closed toilet seat and rested my face in my palms.
After a few minutes, I found Conner in the spacious living room, standing in front of a large-scale window. He now wore a wife-beater tank and a pair of lounging sweatpants. There was a bottled water and a couple of Advil on the side table near the couch.
"You need to drink water and take the Advil. You’re going to have a hell of a headache in the morning," he said, still not turning to look at me.
I balled my hands into fists until my nails bit into my palms. I rushed up to Conner, not stumbled, thank you very much, and faced him. "Are we not going to talk about this?"
"Talk about what, Novalee? What do you want to talk about?" He looked down at me like I was a petulant child. That only made my blood boil.
"About tonight!  About anything! Just talk to me!" I shoved my hands against his unmovable chest. "Let me in goddammit!" I jammed my finger against his heart. He didn’t falter, just stood there looking down at me with a pained expression before his typical aloof mask returned in its usual place. I craved. What did I crave?  I craved for him to open up to me in a way that didn’t involve sex or money. I wanted to know his secrets, his fears, his sadness. But most of all, I wanted his love.
He was shutting down on me. I could see it in his eyes. Feel it all around us. So, in my drunken state, I decided to do what I could to melt the ice around his heart. I seductively pulled down the straps of my dress and proceeded to disrobe in front of him.
"Novalee," he softly warned.
I now stood in front of him in nothing but a black lace demi bra. I’d gone commando at dinner. "Conner," I whined. I reached out and groped him on top of his sweatpants and found his cock flaccid. Hurt and confusion marred my face.
He removed my hand from him. "You’re drunk. We’re not doing this tonight." He leaned down and whispered in my ear, "You’re not just a fuck." With that, he turned and headed to the bedroom and closed the door behind him.
I was left standing there. All alone. Completely humiliated. Completely fragile. Completely drunk. Tears, along with the effects of the alcohol, blurred my vision as I made my way over the sofa and curled up in a ball.
∞∞∞
 
I WOKE THE NEXT morning tucked in our bed with my satin scarf tied haphazardly around my head. The curtains were drawn, but a few specks of light shone through a corner of the drapery. I sat up in bed and looked around for any sign of Conner. The bedroom door was open, but the hall and front living quarters seemed quiet and empty. His side of the bed was unmade, his pillow dinted.  My satin scarf slopped down in front of my eyes before falling off. He must have tied it around my hair last night and had carried me to bed. My heart swelled at his thoughtfulness. My head lightly throbbed and felt heavy on my neck. I reached for my phone, which Conner had charged and placed on the bedside table. There was a new text message from Marcus from last night, tagged as read. Conner must have read it while I was asleep. I sat back against the headboard and drank the fresh orange juice and took the Advil that he left out for me.
Marcus, 10:45pm
Tell your boyfriend its Game. Fucking. On. I need to see you.  I love you, Novalee. I just can’t give up that easily. I tried to get over you. I tried to give you time and space. I can’t. I don’t want to. Do you even love this dude? I heard about him. Is he even capable of loving you the way you deserve? 
I put the phone down and slumped back down into the bed and closed my eyes. The sound of the front door opened, causing me to open my eyes. I sat back up in the bed, as Conner strolled through the bedroom door. He wore jogging pants, a t-shirt, and running shoes.
"Hey," I rasped, my throat dry.
"Hey," he said as he sat down on the bed beside me. He examined my face, probably trying to access my mood.
"Just got back from a run?" I reached for the orange juice again and took a sip.
"I did. Just wake up?" He grazed the side of my face with his knuckles.
"Yeah. I slept like the dead." Our conversation stalled. So many things were left unsaid, floating around us like bubbles, on the verge of popping and disappearing forever.
"I’m going to go take a shower and head to the office." He kissed my forehead before rising. He removed his shirt, his muscles flexing and glistening with sweat.
My eyes, which were now fixated on his abs, traveled back up to his face. "But it’s Sunday."
"I’ll only be gone for a couple of hours. When you’re feeling up to it, text Colin. He’ll drive you to my office. We’ll go grab some lunch." He kicked off his shoes and pulled off his sweats, underwear, and socks. His heavy cock caught my gaze before I dragged my eyes up to meet his face. A slow smile curved on his lips.
"Okay," I answered. Conner leaned over and gently kissed me on the lips before heading towards the bathroom.
I guess we were not going to discuss what happened last night. I grabbed my phone and sent Marcus a message.
Novalee, 6:45am
I love him. I’m in love with him. Please stop texting me.
I pressed send. Once the message went through, I deleted it from my phone.
∞∞∞
 
I met Conner at his office, and we went out to lunch at a nearby bistro. Neither of us mentioned our fight from the night before. The tension slowly eased between us, though the events of last night still lingered between us. After a day of sightseeing, we returned to our hotel suite. I didn’t initiate any affection towards him, my pride still wounded from his rejection the night before.
Later that night, I woke up from a fitful night of sleep. Not able to sleep, I decided to take a shower. Standing under the nozzle, I reflected on our relationship. Did he love me like I loved him? Maybe he just wasn’t there yet. I knew he cared for me deeply. But was that enough? Before I could ponder it any longer, Conner opened the bathroom door and pulled his boxer briefs down and off and entered the shower. The multi shower nozzles sprayed from different directions, water streaming down his muscled body as he gently pressed his lips against mine. My reluctance turned into a simmering need, as our kisses and caresses became greedier by the second. Conner swept me up in his arms by gripping the backs of my thighs. He held me up with his hands under my backside, and I wrapped my legs around him. Time stood still, as we kissed under the water streams before Conner carried me to bed. Dripping wet, he lay me down and penetrated me slowly. Our bodies found a slow sensuous rhythm. Our labored breaths, blended kisses, and the creaking of the bed were the only sounds that reverberated through the master suite. While we were connected as one, he made me feel wanted, desired, cherished and loved. As our orgasms washed over us at the same time, I had to bite my lip to keep from crying out anything, not wanting those three little words to escape again. When the moment washed away, he also remained wordless. He licked a stray tear from my cheek with the tip of his tongue before holding me tightly in his arms. While lying in his arms, I fell into a deep slumber.
The next day, Conner closed on the condo in Gold Coast and gave me a copy of the keys. It was amazing how quickly things could be expedited when there were millions of dollars in cash involved. I still adamantly refused to sign the paperwork adding my name to the deed.
We returned home at the end of the next week. On our last night in town, I convinced Conner to go on a double date with Lisa and Daryl. We partied the night away at a blues bar, our sweaty body dancing to the sultry sounds of the featured band of the night.




Chapter 12
"YOU WANNA TELL ME what’s wrong?" I asked through my Bluetooth earpiece, as I brushed my hair back into a gel slicked ponytail.
"What do you mean?"
"Conner, you’ve been acting weird for days now. Don’t act like this is all in my head. What’s going on with you?"
We’d been home from Chicago for a few days, and since then, Conner seemed distant. Somber, even. And the last few times we had sex, it was different. There was an all-consuming passion that burned between us while he kissed and caressed my body – that wasn’t what was different. It was the way he looked at me and the way he touched me, like he was committing it to memory. Afterward, he held me tightly as if he were afraid to let me go. When we slept, his legs and arms were entwined around me, almost desperately so.  My gut told me something was very wrong. My heart prayed that I was overreacting.
"I’m fine," he assured me. "I want to see you tonight…no matter what. My place or yours? Please." His voice was deep and coarse.
"Conner, what’s going on?"  I sat on the edge of my bed, my brain racking through worst-case scenarios.
"Just promise me...no matter what."
"Okay. I promise. I’ll come to your place."
"Okay," he responded, relief evident in his tone. "You’d better get going. It’s almost 9."
"I’ll see you soon."
After disconnecting from the call, I realized that I’d never told him what time I was meeting. She and I had just decided on a time a couple of hours ago. I dressed quickly, stepping into a long flowy skirt and tube top.
I arrived at the eatery fifteen minutes early and managed to snag an outdoor table near the outdoor bar. I sipped on a frozen margarita and browsed through my re-activated social media accounts while waiting for Amy to arrive.
I noticed Amy a short while later walking towards the outdoor bar entrance. She was on her phone and appeared to be engaged in a heated and tearful conversation. She looked in my direction and halted her steps. After relaying a few more heated exchanges into her phone, she disconnected the call. She swiped at falling tears before heading over to me.
"Hey, girl," she forlornly said as I stood and embraced her. After sitting down, she signaled the waiter over with the wave of her hand.
"Hey, hun. What’s going on?  Was that Quentin?"  I reached out and squeezed her hand. Amy and Quentin had been arguing a lot lately. Recently, he shocked everyone by bowing out of the campaign run. Shortly after that, he moved out of their new home and filed for divorce.
"I don’t want to talk about it." The waiter came over and stood before us. "I’ll have a shot of tequila. Make it a double." Amy turned back to me. "Men suck." I smiled graciously at our waiter. He gave a curt nod and turned away from our table.
She laughed sardonically. "Oh, excuse me, Novalee. Not all men. Not your precious Conner, right?" Her humorless laugh was anything but funny. "We can’t all be so lucky."
"And here we go, ladies and gentlemen. A front-row seat to the bitchy sideshow." Amy had become more bitter with each passing day. Her separation from Quentin and the rumors that surrounded it was the talk of the town. I sympathized with her, letting her cry on my shoulder whenever I could. But as of late, I’d been traveling with Conner and wasn’t as available as she would have preferred. She never let me forget that I was breaking cardinal bestie rule number one: putting my boyfriend and our relationship before my friendship with her. Being her new punching bag was becoming quite exhausting.
Through narrowed eyes, she said,
"Front row seat, huh?  But a front-row seat to my sideshow would require you to surgically remove yourself from Conner’s side."  She folded her arms across her chest, defiantly.
"Seriously? We’re really doing this now?" My anger was palpable as my face contorted in a scowl.
"Yes, we’re doing this now, Novalee. God knows when you’ll be able to pencil me in on your calendar again."
"That’s not fair."
"You have no idea what’s not fair! You know what?  Forget it. Chase Conner around while you can before he moves on to his next conquest."
My stomach dropped. What were we doing?  What was happening to us? "I know you’re going through a lot with Quentin.  And I’m really sorry about that. But it’s not fair to transfer that negative energy to Conner. What has he ever done to you? What have I ever done to you for you to be such a bitch towards me?"
"He’s changing you." I felt her pity. "You’ve always been needy when it comes to the guys you’re with. But Jesus, Novalee. Wake up. Grow a fucking backbone. You’re following him around like some lovesick puppy, hoping that he’ll love you back." She’d hit a sore spot. My vision blurred with unshed tears, and I could feel my nostrils flare.
The waiter came back with Amy’s double shot. She downed it in one chug and winced before sucking on a slice of lime.  Her ivory skin was now flush. Her heated glare softened as she looked at me. We were both on the verge of tears. "I don’t want to see you get hurt, Novalee. I don’t want you to go through what I’m going through. I married a man who is incapable of loving me. He’s incapable of loving anyone but himself. Quentin and Conner are cut from the same cloth." Amy had just voiced my biggest fear.
My phone vibrated between us. We both looked down at it. Conner’s name was displayed on the screen. I ignored the call.  Amy reached for my hand and clasped it.
I gave her hand a squeeze. I had nothing to say about her observation of Conner and Quentin and their similarities. I was too fearful of voicing my doubt. "I’m sorry I haven’t been there for you, Amy."
She shook her head. "I’m sorry. I’m such a raging bitch right now. You don’t own me an apology. I owe you one. I’m so sorry…for everything." She signaled the waiter for a refill.  "I think Quentin’s having an affair," she said after a moment. "Probably banging some black trashy video vixen. He likes to slum it, you know." She looked up at me through red-rimmed eyes. "No offense. I didn’t mean anything racist. But he and his little bro have always had a weakness for black chicks. The low-class types. Runs in the family, I guess."
"Oh, Amy. Is it time for us to have another lesson in racial sensitivity? Another place, another time." I sighed, exasperated with this entire night. "I already knew Victor liked black girls. But Quentin, really?" I sipped on my margarita. "Got any proof that Quentin’s cheating?"
She shook her head. I relaxed the tension in my shoulders. "Enjoy it while you can, Novalee. Men like Quentin and Conner aren’t meant for happily ever afters. They’re meant to be beautiful mistakes that scar us a little."
This was so not helping my insecurities. "Amy, please. Why do you always do that? I really don’t need this right now," I shouted through gritted teeth.  "Why is it so hard for you to believe that what Conner and I have is real?"
"Oh. My. God. Are you serious? He’s not going to settle down with you, Novalee. He’s eventually going to find a socialite who’s hand-picked by mommy. He’ll settle down, get married out of duty, and make a bunch babies to further the Brathwaite empire.
"Have fun. Get laid. But please don’t fall in love with a man like Conner.  He is going to use you and spit you out." Amy glared at me, nostrils flaring, her pale cheeks beet red with anger. "You deserve so much more, Novalee." She broke eye contact with me and looked out at the spraying orchestrated fountains across the street. "You deserve someone who really loves you." The waiter brought Amy another double shot, which she quickly consumed.
The need to defend what Conner and I had was strong. "Why don’t you worry about your failed marriage, rather than worry about the state of my relationship. Conner and me? We’re good."
"Wow, really?" She gathered her bag, abruptly stood, and threw a few bills on the table.
"This is getting out of control, Amy. It’s exhausting." I pinched the bridge of my nose.
"You’re right. This is. I can’t sit back and watch you be with him."
"What am I supposed to say to that?"
"Call me when you’re ready to be around those who really love and care about you." She shook her head in disgust. "I ran into your father last week. Apparently, you’ve been avoiding your parents too." She adjusted the shoulder strap of her purse and flipped her long hair. Turning on her heels, she stormed out of the restaurant.
I tossed a few bills on the table and went after her. "Amy, you can’t drive. You’ve had too much to drink. Let me hail you a cab. You can get your car tomorrow."
"Fine," she bit out. We walked out of the restaurant together and sat down on a nearby bench. I leaned forward, resting my elbows on my thighs. Amy did the same. After a few minutes, she said, "I didn’t mean to hurt you. All those things I said about you and Conner. I’m just so unhappy. Nothing is working out for me the way I planned." 
I sighed deeply as I looked over at her. I didn’t have it in me to console her. Not now. Not tonight, at least. "I appreciate that," I solemnly said.
"You really love him, huh?"
I nodded, not even wanting to vocalize the words. "I’m not sure he feels the same, though," I confessed. I sat back and looked out into the street.
"He does," she soberly said.
I shrugged. "Conner called me tonight. Something’s up…"
"What?" She looked over at me with furrowed brows.
"Nothing. Never mind," I said with a wan smile. My problems were minuscule compared to hers. Amy didn’t need to hear about my doubts and fears. Besides, she might use them as ammunition with an I told you so campaign.
We both stared ahead at the passing cars. "I’ve been a terrible friend to you," she said, her words choked with tears.
"I’m sorry I haven’t always been there for you. We’ll get past this."
"Yeah." She seemed unconvinced.
Amy’s car arrived first. "Take care of yourself, Amy-bear," I said, using the nickname I used to call her when we were kids. She nodded, a slight smile forming across her face.
My car came soon after. "Can you make a stop at the corner market?" I asked my driver. I needed to pick up some ginger ale. The margarita from earlier was messing with my stomach. It was most likely due to drinking on an empty stomach. When was I going to learn my lesson? Nausea rolled around in the pit of my stomach. 
"Sure, no problem," my driver said as he turned into the parking lot of a mini market.
As I made it out of the store with my ginger ale in tow, bile rose from my throat. I vomited in a store-front garbage can before getting back in the car. I gave my driver Conner’s address before tilting my head back against the headrest and closing my eyes.
As we neared Conner’s neighborhood, I sent Conner a text.
Novalee, 10:32pm
Hey babe. Finished having a drink with Amy. Almost at your place. I feel like death rolled over twice.
A few seconds later, he called. "Hey," I answered.
"Hey…everything alright?"
"Besides the fact that I just vomited in a public garbage can due to drinking on an empty stomach? I’m peachy. Not to mention, I had an argument with Amy?"
"Sorry, angel."
"No worries. Just an upset stomach.  And Amy and I will be okay."
"What was the argument about?"
"Oh, you know, I suck as a friend. I haven’t been there for her like I should." I decided against mentioning Amy’s "Hate Conner Movement."  
Silence.
"Conner, you there?
"Yeah, angel. I’m here."
The driver pulled up to the neighborhood security gate, and I used my remote to enter through.
"I’m not feeling too good." I felt dizzy and out of sorts.
"Where are you?"
"About three minutes out, actually."
"Okay. I’ll meet you outside."
Upon entering Conner’s estate grounds, I popped a breath mint in my mouth and took a swig of my ginger ale. Conner was waiting in the driveway as we pulled up. After paying the cabbie, Conner retrieved me from the backseat by gathering me up in his arms. I didn’t protest to being carried.
"Conner, are we okay?" I asked as he carried me up the stairs to his bedroom.
One Mississippi, two Mississippi, three Mississippi. "Of course."
"Okay." I didn’t buy it. Not one bit.
"Let’s get you to bed, angel."
"Sounds good," I said on the yawn.
∞∞∞
 
I LOVED COOKING IN Conner’s large gourmet kitchen. Top of the line appliances blended in with the clean lines of stark white cabinetry. The white quartz countertops were large enough to prep for an entire army.  Conner’s chef, Javier, had gotten every single item that I needed to make my Grandma Rose’s Famous Seafood Gumbo.
I knew that it was inevitable. I had to get down to the bottom of Conner’s recent cryptic and strange behavior. As I sorted through the groceries, Conner busied himself by gathering pots and supplies from the high cabinets. He hadn’t said anything about our conversation yesterday, and my fear and cowardness caused me to remain silent. A knot formed in my stomach and self-disappointment lay in the center of my chest.
"Here. Slice these links while I dice the onions." I pushed a cutting board over towards him.
"Oh, you want me to help?" He looked surprised. I stared blankly at him. He replied, almost to himself, "Okay, I can do this." I couldn’t help but smile at his self-pep talk.
"Slice it like this," I instructed, as I sliced a few pieces for demonstration. We worked side by side while I softly sang R&B oldies from my playlist, which resounded throughout the kitchen. Conner learned months ago that I cooked all my meals to Rhythm and Blues music of the 60s. It reminded me of cooking dinner with my father’s mother, Grandma Rose. Luckily, I inherited Grandma Rose’s vocal ability, so Conner’s ears didn’t bleed as I sang along to Marvin Gaye and Tammi Terrell’s If This World Were Mine.
After slicing the onions, scallions, and garlic, Conner was still only on his second sausage link. "You okay over there?" I called over my shoulder, as I dipped the battered chicken into hot grease.
"I think I got it," he chuckled.
I’d asked Conner to give Javier and his housekeeper, Mildred, the day off. We could surely manage the kitchen on our own. I put Conner on dishwashing duty, while I finished up the gumbo. At times, the overpowering aroma of the gumbo made me a bit queasy, so I made sure that the windows were open and that the ceiling fans were spinning. While the gumbo simmered, we cuddled on the sofa, sipping wine and kissing, while my R&B 60’s soundtrack continued to play in the background.
Later that evening, with our stomachs full, we lounged out on Conner’s temperature-controlled deck. Conner proved to still have a healthy appetite as he feasted on my honeypot, licking every drop, as I reclined back with my hands threaded through his hair. After my third orgasm, I returned the favor, licking and sucking his rock-hard cock until he exploded in my mouth and down my throat. Afterward, Conner rested his head in my lap, as I lazily ran my fingers through his silky mane. We stayed like this for a while, basking in the sun and enjoying each other’s company.
"Sorry I missed your call last night while I was out with Amy. You wanna talk about whatever was on your mind yesterday?" I reluctantly broached.
He raised his head up from my lap, and he laid down beside me. He laced our fingers together and focused his eyes down on our joined hands. "It’s about Amy."
I turned to him. "Is everything okay?  Did Quentin do something?  She was really emotional last night."
He hesitated for a moment as if he were warring with what he was going to say next. At such an inopportune time, my queasiness returned. "Hold that thought. I think I’m going to be sick." Bile rose up my throat, and I hurriedly bolted from the lounger. I ran towards the balcony doors, but vomit spewed from my mouth and into a nearby potted plant. In an instant, Conner was beside me, squatting down and holding my hair back as I now dry heaved. I wiped my mouth with the hem of my dress. "I’m so sorry. I killed your plant."
"It’s okay," he soothed. He helped me stand to my feet before swooping me up in his arms. "Let’s get you inside," he consoled, as he carried me through the balcony doors which opened to his master suite.
"I need to brush my teeth. You can put me down." He ignored my request. I felt so light in his arms, as he effortlessly carried me to the master bath. Once planted on my two feet, I grabbed my toothbrush and proceeded to brush the vomit stench out of my mouth.
Conner went over the jetted tub and drew a bath for me. He poured a few drops of my favorite bubble bath and oils into the water and turned on the low jets.  He then proceeded to undress me. I pulled my hair into a high ponytail before climbing into the jacuzzi style bathtub.
Conner sat down on the edge of the tub and began massaging my shoulders as I tipped my head forward, enjoying the pressure from his skilled hands.  He washed my back with a sponge, warm water running down my shoulders and breasts. After my bath, he wrapped me in a cool lush towel and led me over to the massive bed in the center of his room.
I slipped between the cool sheets, already dozing.  "I’ll go get you some soda crackers and ginger ale."
I nodded. The last thing I remembered was Conner pulling the blanket up to my neck and kissing me on my forehead.
∞∞∞
 
I STIRRED AWAKE TO find Conner sitting in a nearby chair by the bedroom windows. He was staring aimlessly out of the window at his million-dollar view of acres of green forest. "Hey, babe," I said, through a yawn and stretch. I sat up against the headboard.
Conner rose from his chair and sat beside me on the edge of the bed. "You don’t suppose you’re pregnant?"
"What? No. I’m on birth control, remember?" I pointed to the implant in my arm.
"When was your last period?" he asked calmly.
"My periods have always been irregular." He just stared at me.  "It’s impossible Conner.  I mean, not impossible. But the implant is 99% effective.  I’ve had it for three years.  Don’t worry." If only I could take my own advice.
"I’m not worried," he said matter of factly as he brushed his knuckles along my cheek.
"I would never try to trap you by getting pregnant." I’m not like my mother.
He reached out and gently palmed the sides of my face in his hands. His green eyes bore into mine. "You’re probably not pregnant. But if you are…it’s okay. I’m here. I’m not going anywhere."  He kissed the tip of my nose, before tucking a few loose curly strands of hair behind my ears. "I love you. I’m in love you. You need to know that. I’ve loved you for as long as I can remember. I was just to chicken shit to admit it to myself…to you." He leaned his forehead into mine.
I closed my eyes.  It felt as if a million tons had been lifted off my shoulders. "I’m in love with you, too."
"I still don’t know why you love me, but I’ll take it. Because I can’t live without you," Conner said, his voice a husky whisper.
Our lips met. We kissed hard and clumsily, our teeth thrashing against each other's. We nibbled and bit each other’s bottom lips, and our tongues wrestled as he climbed on top of me. I needed him inside of me like I needed my next breath. I quickly unbuttoned his jeans, pulling them down over his muscular ass. When he thrust inside of me, I choked on a gasp, the intense feeling of our connection momentarily overwhelming me. We made passionate love into the night and orgasmed at the same time.  That night, when we fell asleep, he spooned me from behind with his palm splayed across my abdomen. 




Chapter 13
I AWOKE WITH A start, jumping up and running to the bathroom. I barely made it to the toilet before dry heaving into the bowl. Conner’s side of the bed was empty. He was an early riser and was most likely downstairs in his gym, pumping iron. I eased myself up from the cool marble floor. I had a delicious ache between my legs from our night of lovemaking.
After washing my face and slipping on my robe, I stared at the box which sat beside my toothbrush holder. I picked up the pregnancy test box, my heart hammering inside my chest. Does he just have these things lying around? When did he go out and get a pregnancy test? I dropped the box like it was the plague.  I reached for my toothbrush and decided to brush my teeth instead.
This could not be my life right now. We were not ready to have a baby. Conner and I had only been together for a few months. My dad hadn’t even met him yet, and Conner’s mother had made it perfectly clear that I was not her favorite person.
I’d always imagined being a bride before a mother. My dad would be livid if he knew his little princess was in this predicament. I chuckled at the thought, but nothing was funny. Welp, he could just add it to the list of disappointments. He reminded me of them every time I spoke with him, which is why I hadn’t been around much lately.
What would Conner think if I was pregnant with his child?  Just a few months ago, he was a perpetual bachelor. Now he was faced with the possibility of becoming a father.  My thoughts were interrupted by Conner’s presence in the doorway. His large hands gripped the top of the doorframe.  He was shirtless with a pair of low hanging sweatpants on. His body glistened with sweat; his hair was damp. "I had Mildred go to the store," he said, gesturing over to the pregnancy test.
I rinsed and wiped my mouth before responding. "I wondered if you had these things just lying around," I said dryly.
"Not exactly. I’ve never
entertained women in my home. And I’ve never been in this predicament. I’ve never had sex without a condom before you."
I glared at him. "Oh, so this is my fault?"
"No. I didn’t say that. Shit happens, you know." How was he so calm about this?
"Well, I don’t want to think about you and other women have sex while I’m standing here with a pregnancy test."
He held his hands up in mock defense, then crossed his arms over his chest and leaned against the door frame.
I picked up the pregnancy test box.
"It’s probably just the stomach bug. You know it’s been going around."
He stared at me, amused almost. "Just take the test," he calmly urged.
"Okay." I took a deep breath. "Let’s just get this over with, so we can see that I’m not pregnant." I looked up at him and waited for him to excuse himself. "I’d like to pee in private, if that’s okay with you," I grouched.
He rolled his eyes before stepping out, closing the door behind him.
I opened the box and tore the plastic wrapper off the testing stick. It was one of those easy to read kits with precise results that displayed Pregnant or Not Pregnant. I followed the instructions from the pamphlet and placed the pregnancy test stick on top of some wadded-up tissue. While washing my hands, I stared down at the test stick as it computed. Then I look down at my flat abdomen. There wasn’t even the slightest bulge. I examined my fingernails. I needed a manicure. I looked closely at the ends of my hair. I needed a trim. I made a mental note to call Fatima later to set up an appointment. I needed a facial. My pores looked huge. I would call and make an appointment for Helena and me. I also needed to call Amy and check on her.
"Anything yet?" Conner called out from behind the door.
I opened the door and stepped aside. "I haven’t checked it yet. It says to wait three minutes."
Conner held up the testing stick. "Conner, I just peed on it. The results won’t be ready that—"
The look on his face made me halt my words. He looked over at me with an unreadable expression on his face.
I snatched the test out of his hand. Pregnant. We both stood there, stunned by the little stick.
My hand felt as if it went numb, and I dropped the stick into the sink. Conner instantly wrapped his arms around me. "It’s okay," he soothed while holding me tight. That only made me cry.  He leaned down so that we were face to face. "It’s going to be okay," he said as he searched my face. I was too stunned to speak. The words were caught in my throat. "We’re having a baby," he said.  "You’re having my baby." Something that resembled elation shone in his eyes.
"We’re having a baby," I said as tears fell from my eyes. I wrapped my arms as tight as I could around his waist. We held each other like that until my tears subsided.
We cuddled between the sheets after we showered together. "What did you want to tell me about Amy?" I was ready to hear whatever he had to tell me about my bestie. What else could shake me to my core, like the news we’d just received?
"Nothing important. This is all that matters," Conner said as he tightened his embrace. "I love you so much, angel."
"I love you, too."
∞∞∞
 
I CHANGED INTO my workout clothes and laced up my sneakers. A brisk walk through town was just what I needed. I secured my cell phone into my armband pocket and grabbed a bottled water.
My doorbell rang as I was about to open my front door. I wasn’t expecting company and was not prepared for who I saw through my peephole. I pinched the bridge of my nose before opening my door partially. "Marcus, what are you doing here?"
"You won’t answer my calls, so you left me no choice."
I hesitated, suddenly feeling underdressed in my black yoga pants and matching lycra halter. No time like the present, I told myself, as I opened the door wide and stepped aside.
Even with dark sunglasses on, I felt Marcus’s eyes slowly roam over my body. I instinctively folded my arms over my barely-there breasts. "Is your bodyguard here?" he asked, a sarcastic undertone to his voice.
I rolled my eyes. "It’s not cool to show up unannounced like this."
"Well, hello to you too, Novalee. Me, I’m doing great. Thanks for asking," he said dryly while his eyes perused my place. "It feels like forever ago since I was here last."
"It has been a while," I replied.
Marcus never had any problems attracting the ladies. With his smooth chocolate complexion, angular face, full lips, and sharp nose, he was a girl’s wet dream. The kind of visual eye candy that girls used when masturbating. Why he was so stuck on rekindling something between us, was beyond me.
I closed the door and headed to the refrigerator. I retrieved a bottled water for Marcus before opening mine and taking a drink. "Let’s talk." I leaned against the center island, and Marcus sat on a barstool across from me.
"Is talking even allowed?  It seems like your new man has you on a tight leash." He tilted his head slightly. "Since when do you like the overbearing type?"
Marcus, who was usually pretty even keel, bristled with animosity. I mimicked his head tilt and narrowed my eyes. "Excuse you?"
"You heard me," he asserted. "You think I forgot?  All the talks we used to have while you were in my arms, in that very bed?" He pointed to my bedroom. "You hated how overbearing your father was. Well, congratulations, Novalee. You’re dating a man just like him.  I guess it’s true what they say. A girl finds a man just like her daddy."
"You don’t even know Conner." I shook my head defiantly. "And what you’re not going to do is sit here and talk about him or our relationship. Both are none of your business." I seethed with anger.
He studied me for a moment. "You’re different. Not as much of a pushover anymore."
"Gee, thanks," I deadpanned.
"There’s more of an edge to you. That’s good. Something tells me you’re going to need it." He rested his forearms on the granite island slab and leaned forward. "Do you know him, Novalee?  Like, really know him?" He regarded me intently.
"What type of question is that? Of course, I do. Oh, and he saw the text messages, by the way."
"I assumed he did. Seeing that he paid me a little visit last week." Marcus took off his sunglasses and revealed a fading bruise under his right eye.
"What happened?" I asked, my gut twisting in knots.
He shrugged. "He rolled up on me at school last week. Found me in the parking lot. At first, I didn’t know who the hell he was. Ole’ boy pulls up in the parking spot next to me in a Porsche 918 Spider. He gets out of the car, fully suited, looking like the freaking mafia. He taps on my window, signaling for me to get out the car."
I stood there, dumbfounded. Conner had no right. A couple of text messages from Marcus didn’t warrant this. I was not a child. I was not some damsel in distress. I could have handled this myself. Text him back. Handle your shit. You really don’t want me to. Things could become very…complicated for Marcus. Conner’s words came back to me. I leaned forward against the kitchen island and remained silent.
"When I got out of the car, it immediately donned on me who this dude was. I remember seeing the two of you on t.v. You guys were on the red carpet at some Hollywood movie premiere." Marcus shook his head as he chuckled. "Long story short, he told me to stop contacting you. Dude threatened me and told me I didn’t want to fuck with him. That he always gets what he wants. That I had no idea who I was dealing with." Marcus's eyes bore into mine. "He got the girl, so I guess that’s true." I fidgeted under his gaze as he unabashedly took me in.
"And he just…hit you?"
"Yeah. After I told him to go fuck himself and that his threats didn’t mean shit. That I was from Compton and didn’t scare easily." Growing up in Compton, California, Marcus had his fair share of run-ins with bullies. Being the smartest kid in class who spent most of his time in the library, rather than on the basketball court, didn’t do him any favors when it came to his street cred. But although he wasn’t popular in high school, the neighborhood O.G.’s respected him. They were all proud of him when he graduated from high school as valedictorian and got a full college scholarship to an HBCU in Texas.
"What happened after that?" I massaged my temples with my fingertips.
"I told him that I was in love with you." My head snapped up to his. "That there was nothing he could do to change that." I shook my head at his admission. "I loved you when you were with Andre, but I couldn’t compete with his millions. When I finally got my chance with you, and then things didn’t work out between us, I thought maybe our timing was bad. You had just gotten out of a relationship. I made my move too soon." He ran his hand over his shadow fade. "Then I see you with this white dude, and I’m like… I have to try to get you back. I just couldn’t sit on the sidelines anymore."
"Marcus, I’m sorry, but—"
"But you love him. And I’m sure the billions don’t hurt either."
"That’s not fair. I don’t care about money, and you know that."
"You say that, Novalee. Yet here you are again, with another rich dude with commitment issues."
"You don’t know him," I said, in a much lower voice.
"I know he gets around. I know there’s a dark side to him. Dude is seriously fucked up underneath the suits, the women, and the fast cars. I told him as much." I winced. "I also told him that the Novalee I knew was sick and tired of people controlling her life and calling the shots. I told him that I didn’t trust him. That I saw right through him and that eventually, you would too." Our eyes met. My dark brown to his light brown. "I could tell I struck a nerve. He grabbed me by my shirt." Marcus shrugged, amused. "I told him I would be there to pick up the pieces when you left his ass." I palmed my face before heavily sighing. "Then, he decked me." He chuckled. "Dude can throw a punch. I’ll give him that."
"Oh, my God."
"I shoved him away from me, ready to box it out with cuz, but then campus security rolled up. And you know how those flashlight cops are.  They immediately thought I was the aggressor and threatened to call the boys in blue. So, I held my hands up and backed away. I’m no fool. I know how things could have ended up."
The night after we returned from Chicago, Conner had come home with a bruised hand. When asking him about it, he gave me some bogus story about punching some guy at a bar while he was out with Quentin. I was skeptical, to say the least. "Marcus, I’m sorry. I had no idea. But the things you said to him…not cool."
Marcus got down from the barstool and walked over to stand beside me. "Don’t apologize for him. And I don’t regret one word of what I said." He ran the tip of his finger up my arm and reached for a curly lock of my hair. 
I stepped away from his touch. "Marcus, you have to listen to me. You and I are over. Conner and I love each other very much. This," I gestured between us, "is not going to happen." He squeezed his eyes shut before regarding me again.
I blamed myself for allowing things to go as far as they did between us. I used Marcus to fill a void in me and to nurse my bruised ego and lessen the pain of my broken heart. I wished that I could take it all back. Before we had sex, we were good friends. Now, that was ruined. We could never go back to the way things were before.
"You don’t even know him, Novalee."
"No, Marcus, you don’t know him," I snapped, my voice laced with frustration.
"Well, did you know that your boyfriend got my scholarship revoked?" His balled fist hit the island top, startling me. "The goddamn funding got pulled. Oh, and to make matters even more fucked up, the disciplinary board says that they have proof that I cheated on my final exams. They’re threatening expulsion, Novalee."
I shook my head in disbelief. "Conner wouldn’t do that. And he has no power at the university."
"Get real, Novalee. I did some research on your boyfriend. Dude has deep pockets and a well-connected name. He can do whatever the fuck he wants. They always can." Marcus massaged the back of his neck. "I have never cheated a day in my life. He just wants me gone, away from you." He took a deep breath, before turning and leaning his back against the island edge. "I worked too hard to get to where I am. This shit isn’t worth it. I came here to tell you that. I’m done. Tell your boyfriend to lay the fuck off. This is my future he’s messing with. I don’t have a rich daddy to fall back on if this all goes south."
I was stunned, the words stuck in my throat. "You said he threatened you? What did he say, exactly?"
"He asked me if I liked going to school here. Told me it would be a shame to make it this far, only to have it all taken away."
I swallowed back nausea.
"I know you don’t love me," Marcus said, defeated. "I guess I just had to see you and hear it, face to face." He brushed his hands across my knuckles before pushing off the counter and standing up straight. "Tell him to leave me the fuck alone. He can’t take away everything I’ve worked so hard for over a fucking pissing contest. I bow out. He can have the girl," he said, as he put his sunglasses back on. Marcus walked out of my apartment without saying another word. I stood there, stupefied and fuming.
∞∞∞
 
I EXITED THE ELEVATOR ON the top floor of the Brathwaite Inc. building. I sashayed up to the receptionist station. "Hey, Lydia," I waved to a smiling Lydia. A couple of businessmen gave me curt nods as they walked past the reception area. I nodded in return.
"Hey, Novalee! What a beautiful color that is on you," Lydia beamed, referring to my teal blue open shoulder shift dress. As soon as Marcus left my place, I changed my clothes and headed straight to Conner’s office.
"Thank you, Lydia." I gave her a warm smile. "I need to see Conner."
"Mr. Brathwaite is actually in a meeting right now," she said as she scanned her computer screen. "But I’ll let him know that you’re here."
"No need to interrupt. What time is his meeting over?"
"It’s alright, Novalee. I have strict instructions from Mr. Brathwaite to always put your calls and visits through, no matter what." She gave me a shy smile. "Have a seat. Can I get you something to drink?"
"No, thank you." I headed towards the sleek modern lobby area. I absentmindedly flipped through a magazine, my mind reeling over the conversation that I had with Marcus. Conner had no right to put Marcus’s education at risk. Marcus had earned his scholarships for undergrad and dental school through his academic accomplishments. To have his scholarship revoked and to be suspected of cheating not only affected him but his entire family. He was the first in his family to go to college. I was not going to let Conner take it all away.
"Novalee," Lydia called from behind the reception counter. "Conner said for you to head to his office. He’ll be out of his meeting shortly."
"Thanks, Lydia." I rose from my seat and headed down the long corridor to Conner’s office at the end of the hall. Lydia smiled as she watched me, curiosity once again gleaming in her eyes. It was evident that she had a major crush on Conner, always blushing whenever he was near. I understood. Many women were left flustered in his presence.
I strolled into his spacious corner office; my heels muffled on the plush carpet. His father’s corner office was down the opposite hall. Floor to ceiling privacy windows covered an entire wall. The city bustled below, and neighboring high-rise buildings surrounded Brathwaite Inc. I skimmed over Conner’s spotless desk. Four Montblanc pens were meticulously lined up in a neat row near his desk phone. I picked up a framed black and white photo of me which sat beside his sleek computer screen. It was a candid shot that Conner had taken with me unaware. In the photo, I was laughing hysterically, my head tilted back, and my wild hair blowing in the wind.
Conner walked through his office door. His presence suddenly filled the room, making it instantly seem smaller. "This is a pleasant surprise," he said as he closed the door behind him. He was impeccably dressed in a Tom Ford black suit, white dress shirt, and a maroon tie. I situated the picture back on his desk as he came over and wrapped his arms around me. He leaned down to kiss me on the lips, but I turned my head from him, causing his lips to brush my cheek. He gave me a puzzling look before releasing me. Straightening his tie and schooling his features into his usual stony mask that he donned for the outside world, he asked, "Everything okay, angel?"
I sat down in a chair in front of his desk. "Care to explain again how you bruised your knuckles?"
Conner sat back in his chair and tilted his head. "Care to explain why Marcus was at your place today?" he deadpanned.
"Checking up on me now, Conner? Which one of your lackeys do you have spying on me?" I looked at him, straight-faced, and waited for his reply.
He tented his fingertips together in front of him, resting his elbows on the arms of his chair. His cocky and always in control demeanor usually turned me on, but at this moment, it irritated the hell out of me. "It’s only for your protection since you refuse to have security detail. Now…Answer. The. Fucking. Question," he said, even-keel.
I glowered at him. "Fuck you, Conner." 
His eyebrows climbed in amused surprise. "Well, you can. If you think it’ll straighten out this little tantrum you’re having."
"In your dreams," I said with a humorless chuckle. "How could you do that to Marcus?"
"Why do you care?" He looked at me impassively. If it wasn’t for the icy glint in his eyes, one could have misinterpreted him for being aloof, instead of furious.
"Jealous?" I countered, meeting his arctic stare.
He chuckled. "Yeah, that’s it."
My fingers bit into the arms of my chair. "Have I ever given you a reason to doubt me? Have I ever lied to you?"
The icy glint momentarily melted away. Something else flickered in Conner’s eyes, but only for the briefest moment. "I didn’t plan on hitting the guy. He pissed me off, and I overreacted. But I told you to handle it, Novalee. And since you did such a piss poor job at handling it, I took matters in my own hands. You’re welcome."
I felt my nostrils flare at his flippant response. "You had no right to speak on my behalf. You think I couldn’t handle a couple of text messages?" I leaned forward and slammed my hand on his desk. "I don’t need saving! You’re so damn heavy-handed sometimes. It’s suffocating." I took a deep breath, trying and failing to steady my nerves. "I made it perfectly clear to Marcus today that we were over."
"And how did he take that news?"
"He’s done, Conner. He said you win. Which is absurd, because I’m not a freaking object, some prize to be won. I’m your girlfriend. About to be the mother of your child."
I swallowed the lump in my throat before asking him the next question. "Are you responsible for his scholarship being revoked and him being accused of cheating?" Conner momentarily looked away from my eyes before meeting my stare again. I slumped back in my chair. Disappointment seeped through my pores. "Do you have any idea what you’ve done?" I was met with his silence. "You can’t just play with his future like he’s an insignificant pawn. And for what? To teach him a lesson?" I leaned forward, resting my elbows on his desk, and my forehead against the palms of my hands. "Some of the things he said to you were out of line, but you shouldn’t have confronted him in the first place. What if I confronted all the Sashas from your past? You get hit on all the time! They flirt with you in front of me, for goodness sakes. Women slide in my DMs all the time, just to taunt me about having had sex with you before."
"I’ve never disrespected you or given you a reason to doubt my loyalty," he defended.
"And have I given you reason to doubt mine?"
"No, you haven’t. But you’re asking me to fall back and not claim what’s mine. To stand by and let him disrespect me, disrespect us. That’s not who I am. That’s not going to happen." He stared back at me; his face resolute.
"If you can’t see that there is something seriously morally corrupt about the things you did to him, then we have a big problem." I gathered my purse and stood.
"Wait, where are you going?" He asked, a bit of panic in his voice.
"I’m leaving. I need some space from all this...from you. Don’t call me until you fix this."
"You can’t be serious right now?" He asked, incredulously. He appeared perplexed as he rose from his chair.
I was at the door with my hand on the doorknob. In an instant, Conner was behind me, his hand pressed against the door, holding it shut. "Maybe I took things a little far."
"Conner, please." I turned to face him and looked up at him with resolve, frustration, and disappointment. "I’m staying at my place tonight. You need to stay at yours."
"What the fuck does that mean? Jesus, Novalee. I’ll fix it," he said. He caged me in with his arms outstretched, his palms flat against the door. "I’ll make everything go away." He lowered his head and looked me in my eyes. "Now, enough." Clasping the nape of my neck, he trailed kisses along my face and throat. He leaned into me, our bodies flush against the door. I kept my arms at my sides, and I balled my hands into fists. I turned from him, trying to avoid his kisses, which only provided him easy access to the beating pulse in my neck. He sucked on it with just the right amount of pressure.
I closed my eyes, reveling in the feel of his tongue, his lips, and his hands. "Conner," I warned through a sultry moan, as he slipped my panties down.
"I’m sorry, angel. Now let me make it up to you," he said, as he dropped to his knees. He nuzzled his nose into my bare crotch and sniffed my center as if it were a fragrant flower.
I threaded my hands through his hair as he lifted my leg over his suit-clad shoulder. With my back against his office door, he made it up to me, alright. With his wicked-hot tongue. And I forgave him, through my stifled moans that he covered with his hand.




Chapter 14
CONNER PARKED HIS BLACK 1967 Corvette L88 Coupe in the circular driveway of my parents’ home. He turned towards me as I forlornly stared ahead. I chewed on my lower lip, and absentmindedly rubbed my abdomen. A blood test, taken a couple of days ago, confirmed what I already knew. I was very much pregnant. My first prenatal appointment with my new obstetrician, Dr. Zora Shavers, was scheduled for next week. Dr. Shavers was the best OBGYN in the area. She was a Harvard grad who was well respected in the community and beyond for her reputation and medical expertise. Currently not accepting new patients, she made an exception for us, as she was the spouse of one of Conner’s poker buddies.
"My dad’s going to freak," I said before applying another coat of nude gloss to my lips.
Conner lightly grazed his knuckles along my jaw. "It’s going to be okay. You’re a grown woman who is having a baby. There are far worse things."
"I know," I sighed. "My dad can be…intense at times. Well, maybe not as intense as you are, but close." A soft smile formed on his lips. "I just really want my dad to like you.  And you’re already on his shit list."
"Look at me." He turned my face toward him by gently clasping my chin. "Don’t worry about your father wanting to castrate me." I tenderly smiled at him for trying and failing to lighten the mood. "You let me deal with your father, okay?" He softly kissed my lips, and our foreheads met.
Conner was out of the doghouse with me. With just one phone call, he had Marcus’s scholarship reinstated, and the cheating scandal was eradicated from his record. I still didn’t know how Conner was able to pull off such a vicious assault on Marcus. His money, power, and influence were dangerous weapons in his arsenal against whoever got in his way.
"Let’s do this." I exhaled. I knew that whatever happened in there, I would be okay with Conner by my side. But acceptance from my dad meant more to me than I cared to admit.
I adjusted the flowy skirt of my floor-length royal blue maxi dress after Conner closed the passenger door behind me.  The relaxed fit dress hung loose on my otherwise slender frame, effectively shielding my small baby bump. The smell of grilled steaks waffled up my nostrils, and I immediately felt queasy. I put a finger up to my nose, which was a failed attempt to block out the nauseous smells of red meat. I told dad that Conner didn’t eat red meat, and I’m sure this was a nice "f you" to my boyfriend.
"You okay?" Conner placed a gentle kiss to my forehead before gently rubbing my bump.
I nodded. "Yeah. I’ll be fine," I reassured, smiling faintly.
"You look beautiful," he said as he ran his fingers through my curly hair.
"You don’t look too bad yourself." Conner wore a white polo shirt and a pair of light khaki shorts. His preppy look was just a disguise. It softened the overpowering and stern edge that tended to radiate off him, especially in unfamiliar or uncomfortable situations. Vulnerable, flexible, and easy-going Conner only appeared in the privacy of our homes during our intimate and carefree moments together. Even still, those times were rare, too rare, as I longed for him to shed the shadows that lingered behind his eyes.  
"Don’t forget the gifts," I reminded. Conner retrieved a bottle of Delamin Le Voyage Cognac for my dad, and a flowering Japanese Satsuki Bonsai Tree for Helena, to add to her collection.
Conner followed closely behind me with the gifts, as I unlocked the door to my family home and entered inside. "Daddy? Helena?" I called out, my voice echoing throughout the expansive foyer. Helena appeared at the top of the catwalk staircase, beaming from ear to ear. Dimples pierced her cheeks as she smiled at us. Her long black hair cascaded down her back in big barrel curls. She gracefully descended the stairway dressed in a lavender tea length summer dress made by yours truly. Helena was the epitome of timeless beauty with a figure and grace of a dancer. 
"Hi, Helena." I beamed in return, as I took the bonsai tree from Conner and handed it to her.
"Mrs. Dumont, ma’am," Conner greeted, smiling naturally.
Helena’s smile brightened as she looked up at Conner. "How many times do I have to tell you. It’s Helena." They embraced, and she air-kissed the side of his cheek.
She addressed me next. "For me?" She exaggeratedly pressed her manicured hand to her chest. "This is lovely. Thank you, dear," she said as she took the bonsai tree from me. She kissed both my cheeks before setting the bonsai tree on the foyer table.
Helena quickly assessed me, her eyes subtly skimming me over. Based on her facial expression, she approved of my outfit yet silently admonished my wild curls and septum piercing. "You look beautiful, dear. Even with the big hair." She winked and tweaked my nose with her fingertip. "At least it’s soft and healthy-looking," she reconciled as she scrunched her hands in my curls. "Still a little audacious, I’m sure. Especially in certain settings." She looked over at Conner, studying his reaction as if looking for an ally.
"I think it rocks," Conner said before softly kissing me on the forehead.
"Well, what do I know. I guess I’m just old fashion." She smiled and gave my hand a gentle squeeze. Conner eyed me sympathetically. I shrugged my shoulders, as if to say, this is normal in the Dumont household.
"I’ve missed you two," Helena said before linking arms with Conner and me. She led us through the formal living room towards the deck out back.
"I’m going to go freshen up a bit." I could feel the bile rising my throat. "I’ll be right back," I called out as I unlinked arms with Helena and hurried to the bathroom. I felt their eyes on me as I scurried to the bathroom and swiftly closed the door.
"Okay, dear," Helena called out. "Is she alright?" I heard her ask Conner before I hurled in the toilet.
A few minutes later, I brushed my teeth with my travel-size toothbrush kit, which I always kept in my purse. After freshening up, I made my way towards the backyard, following the sounds of 90’s R&B drifting from the speakers.  Through the windows, I saw Conner standing with my father in front of the grill.  I lamented over the fact that I didn’t get a chance to properly introduce them to one another.  Hopefully, Helena was able to break the ice and things were going smoothly.
Conner looked relaxed enough. He stood with his hands in his front pockets, attentively listening to my father. It was nice, seeing the two men in my life standing together, seemingly getting along. Dad was a few inches shorter than Conner, standing at 5’11. Dad was an avid runner and golfer and was in great shape for 47 years old. He was lean, like Conner, but had less muscle mass. 
"Novalee, come join me in the kitchen," Helena called out.  I hesitated, torn between joining her or going outside to be a buffer between Conner and my dad. "Novalee Lynn Dumont," she calmly said, which made me turn in my tracks and join her in the kitchen.
Helena sat at the breakfast nook by the window, which overlooked the rose garden. She held a glass of white wine to her lips, slowly sipping, as she eyed me.
"What do you think they’re talking about?" I fidgeted with my pendant necklace.
"I’m sure your father is giving him the third degree." I winced. "Don’t worry about Conner. He’ll be fine."  She extended her hands across the table and took mine. With our hands clasped, she leaned forward and asked, "Is there something you want to tell me?"
My head snapped up to meet her warm eyes. "What are you talking..." The words died on my tongue as I looked in her keen hazel eyes.
She rubbed my hands with hers. The intimate gesture quieted me, as did the sympathetic look on her face. She knew. How did she know?  Although never having children of her own, Helena had been pregnant three times prior and had had three miscarriages. Although I wasn’t showing beyond a small bump in my belly which my dress concealed, Helena must have noticed the signs. "I guess the cat’s out the bag, huh?"
Helena immediately rose from her chair and sat down in the chair beside me. Wrapping her arms tightly around me, she soothed, "Oh, honey. Why didn’t you tell me?" I leaned into her embrace.
"We just found out. I don’t even know how far along I am. How did you know?"
"I saw you two outside by the car from my bedroom window. You rubbed your belly after getting out, and then I saw Conner place his hand on your stomach after embracing you. And when you ran to the bathroom, I asked Conner if everything was okay. He lied and said you were fine."
"How did you know he was lying?" My brows drew together.
"It’s a gift," she said matter of factly, as she shooed her hand.
"I wanted to tell you right away, but I knew you’d tell dad. I wasn’t ready for his judgment. He’s already so disappointed in me for dropping out of dental school. I didn’t want to add fuel to the fire."
She only gave a sad, knowing smile.  "You’re having a baby," she elated, her eyes glistening. We shared a light giggle before she resumed. "How is Conner dealing with all of this. Has he told his family yet?"
I sighed and leaned back in my chair. "He told his parents the other day. His dad seemed okay, I guess."
"And his mother?"
I gave Helena a well-informed look. "She’s probably locking up the family fortune as we speak."
Hmph," was all she said.
"Conner is great. But it’s all so new. We’re both still a bit stunned."
"Well, what did you two expect?  We all know how babies are made. And with a man that looks like Conner, I’m assuming you’ve had lots of practice."
"Oh, my goodness, Helena. Please, don’t." I chuckled as I shook my head.
"I’m going to be a grandma," she singsonged.
Helena hugged me again and planted wet sloppy mom-kisses all over my face. "Gross." I laughed as I wiped my face. One down, one to go. "How do you think dad’s going to take it? It’s no secret that Conner is not his favorite person."
"Your father doesn’t think anyone is good enough for his baby girl. You’ve been through so much. He only wants the very best for you." I leaned my head on her shoulder. "He’ll come around," she comforted. Wrapping her arm around me, she said, "He doesn’t have a choice, really. I don’t see Conner going anywhere. I think he’s going to ask you to marry him."
"You’re jumping the gun. We’re not getting married. We’re so not ready for that."
"You two are about to become parents. Whatever it is that you need to sort out, fix it now. The clock is ticking, my dear."
"I know."
"This relationship has always moved at an accelerated pace. Were you two ready for such an intense romance...Probably not. But the heart wants what it wants. Don’t be surprised if a ring comes soon. Men of his social stature don’t have baby mamas. And we didn’t raise you to be one."
She gave my shoulder a final squeeze before reaching for her glass of wine. "If you have doubts or concerns, address them now with him."
"Yes, ma’am," I nodded.
"And your dad will be fine. You can tell him over dinner." She assuredly patted my hand. "Now let’s get out there and rescue that poor boy." We both stood and hugged again.  "Grab the sweet tea. I’ll get the potato salad and the green salad.
I followed her out, optimistic about the evening ahead. What could possibly go wrong?
Everything.
∞∞∞
 
HELENA AND I WERE setting the table when Conner and dad started up the terrace stairs. Dad was first, holding a tray of sizzling ribeye steaks. Helena observed me as I scrunched my nose at the smell. Conner followed behind him, carrying a tray of grilled vegetable skewers. I eyed Conner speculatively, trying to gauge how their conversation had gone. Conner gave nothing away, only winked at me as he set the tray on the table.  After dad placed the tray of steaks on the table, he leaned down and kissed my cheek.  "Hey, Freckles," he drawled in his baritone voice.
"Hey daddy," I said, smiling up at him.  I sat down beside Conner, and dad and Helena sat across from each other at the heads of the rectangular table. The sun was setting in the cloudless sky, but the temperature barely cooled. Outdoor fans rotated above us from the pergola structure. Stringed lights draped overhead. Tony! Toni! Tone!  belted out It Never Rains (In Southern California) from the speakers.  As we fixed our plates, an awkward silence fell upon the table.
Helena was the first one to disrupt the quietness.
"Conner, how’s that new home development project coming along in Sugar Land? We have several friends who decided to buy."
"Things are going according to plan. We—"
"We don’t talk about business at the dinner table," dad interrupted with a stolid challenge in his voice.
"Daddy," I warned.
"It’s okay," Conner responded with a smile, placating me. Conner and my dad were both the ultimate alpha males. Although Conner frustrated me at times, I understood his idiosyncrasies. Conner had a need to dominate and be in charge without flexing or raising his voice like the typical beta male. Conner cowered to no one. His mannerism and posture never left any doubt from those around him that he was in control, a leader, and not to be messed with. But tonight, Conner gracefully bowed out, letting my dad have the upper hand in his domain. I knew that this went against everything in Conner’s nature.  I also knew that he did it for me. 
Helena huffed and narrowed her eyes at my dad, who began to slice into his steak as he continued, "You two have been all over television and the internet. Going to fancy parties, movie premieres, and rubbing elbows with politicians." He narrowed his eyes at Conner. The average man would have averted his eyes from my dad’s death stare, but not Conner. Conner’s face was a stony mask as he listened intently. "We didn’t raise Novalee to be a man’s trophy. To be used and paraded around by some rich white boy who’s looking for a thrill in some dark meat."
Helena and I gasped. This was a new low. To be objectified by one’s own father. "Norris," Helena chastised. I was about to defend myself, to defend Conner, but Conner gently squeezed my hand, as if to say I got this. Helena’s fork dropped on her plate, but she didn’t dare interrupt the glowering staring match between our two men. Conner’s jaw ticked, and in a steely calm tone, he said, "If that’s what you think of your daughter, then you don’t know her at all."
Dad’s fist slammed down on the table, causing our dinnerware to rattle. Helena and I flinched in our seats, startled by my dad’s charged temper. Conner didn’t fluster, just ever so slightly cocked his head to the side. "Mr. Dumont, I love your daughter very much," he said, his voice like the calm before the storm. With slow measure, he continued, "I was perfectly clear with you about what my intentions are with Novalee. Frankly, you can believe what you want about me."  Conner leaned forward, restrained fury in his eyes, "But what I won’t allow is for you to sit here and disrespect Novalee. You’re upsetting her." He said with a bitter smile, "I don’t take too kindly to someone upsetting her. You owe your daughter and your wife an apology."
Helena and I looked between them both, not moving, and hardly breathing.
Dad matched Conner’s calm fury. "Who in the hell do you think you’re talking to? This is my damn house. You may rule the whole goddamn world out there with your fucking undeserved privilege. But not here in my house.  Not now, not ever." 
Dad rose from his chair, and Helena grabbed his arm. "Sit down, Norris. This has got to stop."  He sat back down.
Conner remained seated, his hand never leaving mine.
"We’re done here," I said, rising from my chair.  Conner quickly stood and pulled my chair out further for me.
"No. Wait." Helena frantically looked around at all of us. "Let’s all calm down and talk about this.  You two didn’t even touch your dinner. Please," she pleaded with me and then with Conner. She rose from her seat and came around to where we stood and clasped both our hands.
"Thank you for your hospitality, ma’am." Conner smiled softly at her.
Dad began to slice into his steak. "Let em’ go, Helena," he casually said without even sparing us a glance.
"I’ll call you tomorrow, Helena. I’m sorry." I hugged Helena, who was on the verge of tears.
Conner and I walked to the car in silence, his arm wrapped tightly around my waist.  In the distance, I could hear Helena shouting at my dad.
"Let’s just go," I said, feeling defeated. Today had been a total bust.
Conner opened the passenger door for me and embraced me tightly before rounding the car.
Driving away from their property, Conner looked over at me with compassion in his eyes. "I’m so sorry, angel." He caressed my cheek with his hand and wiped a stray tear.
"Me too. Let’s get out of here."
"My place or yours?"
I stared aimlessly out of the window and replied, "Yours."
∞∞∞
 
LATER THAT NIGHT, WE soaked in Conner’s jacuzzi bathtub, my back against his chest.  His long legs encircled mine. His arms were wrapped around my waist, and he leisurely brushed his fingers along my abdomen.
The heaviness of the evening surrounded us and nearly suffocated me. I could literally feel waves of anxiety coursing through me. "There’s a reason why my dad is so overprotective." I snuggled back against his chiseled chest, comforted by the fact that I didn’t have to look him in the eye. "He feels guilty about what happened to me when I lived with Keisha." He wrapped his arms tighter around me.
"I can understand that. He feels like he failed you. He did."
"I don’t blame him. I blame myself for not speaking up sooner." I continued to face forward. I didn’t want to see the look on his face when I told him my deepest darkest secret. But I knew I had to spill it. I had been a hypocrite. Wanting him to open up to me, yet I had held on to the ugliest stain in my past.
"You were just a child." I felt his breath on my neck as he said, "It’s not your fault." He placed a feather-light kiss to my shoulder blade.
"It wasn’t just the beatings." I squeezed my eyes shut and practiced the breathing exercises that my therapist had taught me. "I was also…sexually abused…for months and never uttered a word to my dad."
Conner’s hands stilled on my stomach before balling them into trembling fists. Breathe in, five, four, three, two one…breathe out. Breathe in, five, four, three, two one…breathe out. After a couple of moments into my silent breathing exercises, Conner hesitantly spoke. "Keisha sexually abused you?"
I shook my head until the words were dislodged from my throat. "God, no. Keisha is a lot of things, but she’s not a pedophile. More like an accomplice." He unclenched his fists, but the tension in his body remained. I could feel the muscles in his arms flexing as they banded around me. "Her boyfriend, Raymond," I said through gritted teeth, "molested me for months." It was as if Conner stopped breathing. His rage was palpable, surrounding us, bouncing from him to me, and back to him. "It finally ended when she walked in on us and was forced to face it." I gathered my knees up to my chest and folded into myself. Conner leaned forward, the warm water sloshing around us, as he encompassed his arms around me, cocooning me with his body. "I had recently gotten my first period, and he didn’t want me to get pregnant. So, he…he would… make me put my mouth on him…down there." All these years later, I still couldn’t say in actual terms that he made me perform oral sex on him. My skin crawled from disgust, and I buried my face against my knees as memories of me choking on Raymond’s semen flitted through my mind.
Conner gently leaned me back against him with the nudge of his hands around my shoulders. Fat tears streamed down my cheeks, which he wiped away with the pads of his thumbs. He didn’t attempt to turn me towards him. It was as if he knew that I couldn’t bear for him to see me like this. He only held me tight. "Where is he now?" he asked, his voice low and filled with controlled rage.
"Dead. After I told my father, Raymond was arrested and sentenced to twelve years in prison. He was murdered in jail a short time after. His family accused my father of having something to do with his death, but I don’t know. Whatever happened was justice, as far as I’m concerned."
"I hope it was slow. I would have made him suffer for what he did to you." I had no doubt.
I crossed my arms around Conner’s arms as he held me tight. "So yeah, that’s why my mom hates me. Well, that’s one of the reasons why she hates me. When she found us together, she blamed me as much as she blamed him. It was as if she walked in on him cheating with some random woman, and not molesting her daughter."
"I’m so fucking sorry that happened to you," he said barely above a whisper.
I turned back to look at him. The anguish on his face, the pain in his eyes, cracked me wide open. A wave of emotions poured out of me that I had been able to keep at bay for years now. The water in the tub sloshed around us, as I turned completely to face him and wrapped my legs and arms around him. I pressed my forehead against his.
"I love you so fucking much," he said as he ran his fingers through my hair and palmed my face. It felt as if he took my pain as his own, our jagged breaths in sync. We held each other tight as if we were each other’s anchors. "I got you, angel," he whispered before placing a gentle kiss on my lips. My tears streaked his face as our mouths met and our tongues stroked.
We didn’t make love that night. Instead, we embraced under the covers until sleep overtook us both. By morning when we awoke, we caressed each other until we were breathless and intoxicated with desire. When I was slick with lust, and he was hard as steel, I straddled him and lowered myself onto him, oh so slowly.




Chapter 15
SINCE THE FAILED DINNER with my dad, I hadn’t returned to my apartment. I kept myself busy, working days, and napping in the early evenings until Conner arrived home from work. Helena called me daily to check on me. She told my dad about the pregnancy, but he had yet to reach out to me, or I to him.
In an effort to cheer me up, Conner reached out to Fatima and suggested a girls’ night out. Fatima gladly accepted his offer and his credit card. She even invited Amy. After a couple of hours of shopping, we headed back to Conner’s place, where we were greeted by a staff of nine. They were all dressed in white, standing beside the pool with their arms crossed behind their backs. While we were pampered, Javier prepared an array of finger foods and drinks. Conner came home a couple of hours later to find us decked out in our bikinis, sipping on ice-cold beverages. He greeted us curtly before heading to his home office upstairs.
"What’s up with him?" Amy asked, referring to Conner’s barely-there acknowledgment.
I shrugged my shoulder. I knew that Amy wasn’t a fan of Conner’s and vice versa. The difference between the two was that Amy made her feelings crystal clear. Conner kept his opinions to himself, in respect for me. But I wasn’t blind. His feelings towards her were somewhere between indifference and irritation.
"It’s not like Conner has ever been the warm and fuzzy type," Fatima commented with the casual flip of her hand. "So, what gives, Novalee? Are you doing a body cleanse or something?"  Fatima took a sip of her sparkling wine, as we lay side by side on our lounge chairs.
I shrugged, a sly smile on my lips. Sipping on my water, I focused straight ahead, looking out at the rows of mature trees beyond the pool.
"Yeah, what gives, Novalee? You never turned down a cocktail," Amy commented from the other side of me. "You may want to add some abdominal exercises to your workout, though. Your stomach is protruding a bit. It’s not too bad, but it’s a far cry from the flat stomach you normally have."
Met by my silence, both ladies sat upright and stared at me. "What?" I said, looking from side to side at both of them.
"Something you wanna tell us?" Fatima said, lowering her sunglasses to the tip of her nose.
Amy followed suit.
"I didn’t want to say anything yet until after my appointment. But…I’m pregnant," I grinned. "Surprise, woohoo," I added, emotionless, due to their stunned reaction.
"What?" Fatima finally shrieked, as she jumped up and almost tackled me in a hug. "Are you serious?"
"As a heart attack." I winced from her tight hug. "Ouch. Enough, already," I teased.
I looked over at Amy, who remained frozen, seemingly shocked into silence. She recovered quickly, once Fatima and I both looked at her expectantly. "Wow. That’s…news." She downed the rest of her wine before smiling tightly. "Wow," she said a bit more enthusiastically the second time around.
I skeptically watched her, my smile and glee fading with her faltering expression. Fatima, who was beside herself with merriment, was already spouting off baby names and guessing the gender.
∞∞∞
 
WE DECIDED TO GO for a swim to cool off from the heat. Afterward, we sat on the edge of the pool, our legs immersed underwater, nibbling on chocolate-covered strawberries.
"When does school start?" Fatima asked as she towel-dried her dreadlocks.
"In two more weeks," I said, as I munched on a strawberry. "I’m super stoked. I won’t get to work as many hours, which will be a bummer. But I’m so -"
"You’re still going to work? And going to school?" Amy asked incredulously. "Why?  You’re set for life now." 
"That’s Conner’s money, Amy. Not mine," I lightly admonished.
"Novalee can do whatever she wants to do," Fatima said.
"I don’t have all the plans worked out yet, but I do want to finish school. I’m thinking about using some of Grandpa Theodore’s money to start an online children’s fashion boutique."
"That’s awesome, Novalee," Fatima said, biting into another chocolate covered strawberry.
"One of our frequent customers at the boutique, Dana, is also a Fashion Design major. We’re taking a class together this fall. She’s super cool. You guys have to meet her."
"Pass," Amy piped. "I think our circle is full, but we can put her on the waitlist," Amy deadpanned.
Fatima rolled her eyes. "You do know that Novalee can have a life outside of you, right?"
Amy’s only response to Fatima was an exasperated sigh, before rising from the edge of the pool and lying back on her reclined lounge chair. Swiping through her phone, she effectively dismissed Fatima without even a look in her direction.
"Any-ways. I think an online children’s boutique is a great idea. People are willing to spend a boatload of money on their kids, even if they don’t shop for themselves."
"Fatima’s right. Wait, did I just say those two words together. Yuck." Fatima flipped Amy the bird. "Mother loved the bridesmaids dresses, and you know how much of a bitch she can be."
Fatima snorted on a chuckle. "Say it one more time for my people in the back."
Amy glared at her. "You have the talent, and I’ll give you the money.  You can have your online store up and running in no time."
"I’m sure Conner will cover whatever business expenses you need covered. No need to spend your inheritance," Fatima suggested. "You are carrying the next generation of Brathwaites," she said in a mock Irish accent.
I rolled my eyes and chuckled lightly. "Thanks, Amy. But I can’t accept your money. And I’ve already turned Conner down. I want to do this on my own."
Fatima tsked. "When are you going to accept the fact that your boyfriend is fucking wealthy. Not rich, but wealthy. If he wants to spend his money on you, let him." I hadn’t told them about the penthouse purchase in Chicago. After finding out that we were having a baby, I agreed to be added to the deed.
"You know I have the money," Amy coaxed. "I want to help you. Let me. You don’t need Conner’s money.
Who even knows how long this thing between you two will last anyway?"  Here we go.
"I think he’s going to propose," Fatima added. "I have a feeling it’s going to happen sooner than later."
Amy belted out an incredulous laugh. "Don’t count on it," she added before untying her bikini top and tossing it to the ground.
"Amy, can you please put your top back on? Conner’s office window is right there," I gestured. "He can see you."
"That’s so inappropriate. And trust me, nobody wants to see your balloon bags," Fatima sneered.
"You wish you have tits like these," Amy bit back as she squeezed them.
"Mine are fabulous and real," Fatima quipped. "And don’t be a fucking hater. Conner might propose. We all don’t need our daddies to buy our husbands for us."
"Fatima," I warned.
Amy glared at Fatima and mouthed, "Fuck you."
I picked up Amy’s bikini top and tossed it at her.
Fatima reciprocated Amy’s response by mouthing, "Fuck you, too."
Amy huffed as she put the tiny scraps of triangles against her breasts and secured the ties. "Fatima, you promised to play nice. Amy, you promised to leave the bitchy at home."
Amy’s ivory skin turned beet red, and her eyes glistened with unshed tears. "You’re too good for him!" She rose from her lounger and turned towards me, with her hands firmly on her hips. She stomped her foot as she yelled, "He’s not the settling down type! Never has been!  But you know what, forget it!  I’ll keep my damn mouth shut!"
"Thank you," Fatima said exasperatedly. "But you need to calm the fuck down. Raise up like that again towards my pregnant cousin, and I’ll mop the floor with you, bitch." Fatima rose to her feet and stood in front of Amy.
"Fatima, please." I stood too and wedged myself between them.
"Why do you always take her side!" Fatima balled her fists at her sides in frustration. "You’re blind when it comes to this girl!" Fatima took a hairband off her wrist and pulled her long locks into a ponytail. "Open your fucking eyes, Novalee!" Fatima shouted as she took off her hoop earrings.
"Fatima, we aren’t in the hood. Try to act accordingly," Amy snapped.
"Amy, for the last time," my voice was low and measured, "stay the hell out of my relationship.  We’re happy. We’re in love. And we’re having a baby. Worry about your own love life."
"Tell it, cousin." Fatima pointed her pointer and middle finger at her eyes then turned them toward Amy. 
"You know what? Fuck this and fuck you, Novalee!" Amy stormed off toward the house.
I buried my face into the palms of my hands. My eyes stung with tears.  Fatima started to clap slowly. "It’s about time you set that bitch straight."
"Fatima, not now." I was exhausted. The gravity of the situation with my dad and with Amy was all too much.
"I’m sorry, cousin.  But something’s not right with her. Amy is not a good person. Seriously. She’s a Lifetime Movie Network type of villain. Sometimes you are loyal to a fault, and you only see what you wanna see. I just don’t want to see you get hurt."
"Everything is just so messed up right now," I said, wiping tears from my eyes with the backs of my hands. "Sometimes I don’t know what’s real and it scares the shit out of me," I murmured, as I sat on the side of the pool lounger. Fatima joined me.
"What’s going on? Is everything okay with you and Conner?"
"I know he loves me. And I trust him with my heart. But I feel like there are secrets. So many secrets. Things that I should know. Things that may affect me, our baby, and our relationship." I stared off toward the house, where Amy disappeared.
"Have you talked to him about this?"
I shook my head.
"See, there you go. Put your big girl panties on and face this."
"I’m scared," I confessed, exposing my insecurities to Fatima. "I feel like the other shoe is going to drop. Everyone’s waiting on the sidelines for us to fail. Amy, my dad, Conner’s mom, Marcus. They all have an opinion about my life and about Conner. I so desperately want to prove them wrong."
"Prove them wrong, or prove yourself wrong?" After a few beats of silence, she smiled softly at me. There was a hint of concern in her eyes before it was gone. "You know what they say about opinions. Opinions are like assholes."
We both said at the same time, "Everyone has one." We both chuckled.
"You couldn’t have picked a more complicated man to fall in love with, cousin." She reached over and clasped my hand. "It’s a total cliché, really. A man who gives his dick willingly but gives his heart sparingly."
I groaned in frustration. "Ouch."
"Okay, that was harsh. But real talk, Conner loves you. My bullshit meter hasn’t gone off when it comes to his love for you. But seriously cousin, cut the crap, woman up, and have an honest and open conversation with him. Dark and mysterious is only sexy for a short time. Then that shit gets old, real quick."
"You’re right. I need to talk to him. But first things first. I’d better go check on Amy."
"She probably called for a ride," Fatima said before laying back and tucking her crossed arms behind her head.
"Stay here and relax. I’ll be back."
"Wasn’t planning on moving," she called out, as I sauntered back inside of the house.
∞∞∞
 
I FLICKED ON A couple of lights as I walked through the great room. I noticed Amy’s overnight bag on the sofa. I decided to head towards the guest bath but found the door ajar and the light off. "Amy," I called out as I started up the stairs toward the east wing of the home. Hushed voices coming from the west wing, near Conner’s office, made me turn in that direction. As I approached his office, the sounds became clearer. It was Amy, and she was crying. I also heard Conner’s voice, angry and clipped. I twisted the doorknob, opening it slightly, but halted at the sight of Amy and Conner. So caught up they were, that they hadn’t noticed the movement of the door, or me standing behind it.
They stood across the room in my direct line of sight. They were close, so close that they were nearly touching. From my view, I could see both their side profiles as they stared daggers at one another.
"How can you say that?  How can you act as if I mean nothing to you?"  Amy palmed Conner’s face with her hands before wrapping her arms around his neck.
My trembling hands flew over my mouth as I watched in horror. I could physically feel pain in my chest, from the tiny fractures now embedded in my heart.
He detached her arms from around his neck. "For fuck's sake, Amy. Are you kidding me right now?" he gritted out, his voice laced with wrath.
"A baby? Really, Conner?" She pressed against him fully and slammed her finger into his chest. "You think you can just throw me away like nothing ever happened?" Amy lashed out bitterly.
"Jesus fucking Christ," he bit out, before calming his voice. He scrubbed a hand over his face. "First off, calm the fuck down."
Conner’s sudden composed demeanor and icy hard stare seemed to intimidate Amy. She took a couple of steps back. Tears streaked her face, and she wrapped her arms around herself. "Please don’t do this," she pleaded through sobs.
He turned away from her and headed towards the nearby sidebar. I heard crystal clinking and the pouring of liquid. When he came back into view, he was holding a tumbler of bourbon in his hand. He downed the amber liquid and observed her coldly as she stood there, a crying mess. "You sound like a psycho right now, Amy." The disgust was evident in his tone. He heavily slammed the tumbler down on his desk with a loud clank before coming face to face with her. "Stop your fucking crying. You knew what the fuck it was."
"I love you, Conner. Please don’t do this," she begged. She gripped his shirt with her hands. Conner stood there, unmoved and unbothered, as she leaned into him and cried against his chest.
"Amy, get the fuck out and stay the hell away from Novalee." He pried her tightly bound fingers from his shirt.
"I’ll tell her," she warned. "She’ll forgive me. I’m her best friend. But she’ll hate you forever." She backed away from him.
He was on her in a split second. "Oh, so now you want to tell her." His voice had an edge to it. "How fucking convenient. I was going to tell her, remember? You begged me not to. You told me that you wanted to be the one to tell her. Now what the fuck, Amy?" Conner’s voice boomed as he yelled at her, causing Amy to flinch.
"I get it, okay. You wanted to sample a new hot piece of ass. But how many others are there, Conner?  It’s not like she’s the only one you’re fucking. I know exactly how insatiable you are. It takes more than one woman to satisfy you."  With every word she spoke, her confidence amplified. "Why only fuck her, when you can fuck me too?" She ran fingertips down the swells of her breasts.
Conner shook his head in disgust. "I would never cheat on Novalee. Now leave. You’re embarrassing yourself." He turned from Amy, leaving her standing there fuming. I couldn’t see him. But I heard the light scrape of his office chair across his floor and assumed he was now seated at his desk. "And you’re not going to tell her a motherfucking thing. I’ll tell her." Amy stood there, stunned at first, which slowly transformed into anger. "See yourself out. I have work to do," I heard him say.
"Fuck you!" She frantically looked around the room. Her eyes landed on a nearby crystal paperweight. Picking it up, she hurled it at him, which must have missed him because I heard it crash against the wall behind him.
My options were to barge in and confront them both or to let this thing play out. I chose the latter option, wanting to see with my own eyes what they may not have had the guts to tell me.
"Goddamn it, Amy!"
"She’s not even your type! I know you. You like blonds with big tits. Girls that look like me. Why do you think I got these!" She squeezed her breasts.
Conner was on her in an instant. "You don’t know shit about me. You were nothing but a faceless pair of tits and a cunt to fuck." She reached out to slap him, and he grabbed her wrist in mid-air. "It was only sex, Amy. And it was a long fucking time ago. Move. The Fuck. On."
The floor beneath me tilted on its axis. My heart shattered against my chest.
"You’re hurting me," she gritted out, causing Conner to abruptly release her wrist.
"You actually think that I would cheat on Novalee with you? You’re fucking insane." He laughed bitterly.
"No, no, no, no, no," she sobbed. "Baby you don’t mean it. Any of it."
"It was years ago! You married my best friend, for fuck’s sake!"
Amy sobbed harder. She clutched her gut, and violently shook from her uncontrollable cries.
The world as I knew it had changed. Changed into an ugly, cruel place that shit in the face of the happy, the in love, the stupid, and the naive. My hands trembled. My entire body trembled.
Conner stared down at Amy, clearly growing uncomfortable with her hysterics. In a more controlled and quiet tone, he said, "I love her. She means everything to me."
More tears came from Amy, and she frantically shook her head and covered her ears with the palms of her hands. "I love her too," she sobbed. "I love you both."
"I’m going to ask her to marry me," he said, so softly that I barely heard him. That did it.  The dam broke. I could barely see through my tears.
"What?" Amy croaked.
"She’s my world. My life. I can’t breathe without her." His shoulders sagged, and he tiredly scrubbed his hand along his stubbled jaw.
"Please, don’t do this. I’m begging you. Let me remind you of what you’ve been missing."  Conner shook his head, and he massaged the nape of his neck. Amy wiped her hand across her face in an attempt to dry the tears from her cheeks. She then untied her bikini top. The flimsy material fell to the floor, and she stepped to Conner and pressed her breasts against him.
"Amy, what the hell? Put your clothes back on." He held her by the shoulders and pushed her back. He then picked up her bikini top and threw it at her. She let it fall to the ground once again.
"I’ll beg for it, Conner. Please, fuck me. I know how you like it." She squeezed her breasts before removing her bikini bottoms. Conner stood there, immobile, his eyes narrowed at her.
I had never doubted Conner’s loyalty. But then again, I’d never seen him in this situation. Most girls never saw their boyfriends in this predicament. What was he going to do?  That question had me frozen at the doorway while I waited for his reaction.
A sly smile flitted across Amy’s lips at his silence. "You can put it anywhere, fuck me any kind of way you want." In an instant, she was on him, frantically wrapping her arms around him and pressing her lips to his throat.
Conner turned his face to avoid Amy’s lips as they went for his mouth, and he shoved her away from him. Her back slammed into the wall behind her.
∞∞∞
 
I SWUNG THE DOOR open to a startled and naked Amy and to an even more stunned Conner. For a split second, it felt as if we were all frozen in time. Everything stopped. The crying stopped. The screaming stopped. My heart stopped.
My vision blurred, but I clearly saw Conner rushing towards me. His hands were tightly clasped around my arms. He began to beg and plead. His words were all jumbled and muted in my ears, as I took in the scene before me and the revelation that my best friend and boyfriend – the love of my life, had slept together.
Amy reached for her discarded bikini, clutching it in front of her nude body. She wisely stayed back.
"Novalee, it’s not what it looks like," Conner said, bringing me back into focus.
I lifted my arm and swung my open palm at him, which landed across his cheek in a loud slap. He didn’t react to the slap, but his head turned slightly from the force of it. He didn’t reach for his cheek. Instead, he attempted to reach for me, but I quickly backed up out of reach.
"Don’t fucking come near me!" I screamed as I headed to a crying and trembling Amy.  Conner rushed to me and blocked my path to Amy.
His pleas were all background noise to my ears, as I looked past him at Amy. She quickly dressed as apologies spilled from her mouth. I could hear my thumping heart in my ears. My breaths came faster and faster. My chest felt like it was caving in on itself. With every exhale, it was harder to inhale. I could taste the salty tears dripping down onto my lips.
I wanted to scream and tear the room up. I wanted to beat Amy to a bloody pulp. I wanted to grab Conner by the shirt and demand answers. But most of all, I wanted to get the hell out of there, away from the two people who meant everything to me and had just utterly devasted me.
Why do I always find myself here?
"Novalee, please. I know this looks bad, but just let me explain. I love you. I would never cheat on you." Conner wrapped his arms tightly around me. "What happened between us was a long time ago. Before I met you," he pleaded.
I struggled to get free. "I hate you," I cried out as I frantically shoved and hit him until he released me. Conner defeatedly stood there while I pushed and punched him against his chest. Visions of Amy and Conner, and then of Andre and Keisha, swam in my head.
"Novalee, I’m so sorry," Amy cried from where she stood.
"What the hell is –" The words died on Fatima’s lips, as she took inventory of the sight before her. "What the fuck?"
Conner reached for me again, and this time Fatima blocked him. "I don’t think so, asshole. Stay your muthafuckin ass back." She pushed Conner back forcefully, and I rushed to Amy. "Back up, cousin. You’re pregnant," Fatima called out before rushing to Amy and backhanding her, the loud slap echoing in the room. Amy’s entire body swayed, and she reached out to hold onto the wall to brace herself up.
"Please don’t do this," Conner pleaded with me as he gripped his hair.
"Go to hell," I spat. "We’re so over." I pushed my way past him, only to be brought up short with his hand around my arm.
"What? No!" Conner said with desperation etched all over his face and in his voice.
Fatima quickly rushed to my side and pried me out of his grasp. "Haven’t you done enough? Let her go, Conner."
His desperation turned to irritation, as Fatima blocked his path to me.
"You’re a fucking liar," I gritted out to Conner before gripping my side. It felt as if I had pulled a muscle when Fatima pried me out of Conner’s grasp.  
Suddenly, all three of them had surrounded me, frantically asking if I was okay. If the baby was okay. "I’m fine," I yelled out through gritted teeth.
"That’s it. I’m getting her out of here." Fatima led me to the door.
Conner reluctantly backed up a fraction. "Okay, okay," he said in a panic, as he shoved a hand through his tousled hair.  "Take my car. Make sure she’s okay," he hoarsely said.
"Novalee, please. Talk to me," Amy pleaded.
A familiar numbness was now filling my chest. My survival instinct was kicking in. "Fuck you, Amy."
Conner looked over at Amy, his shoulders slumped, his hands resting on his hips. "Amy, just get the fuck out already." Amy looked between us all before scurrying past us and crying hysterically. 
"Go through the garage. The keys are in the security box. Novalee knows the code," Conner said to Fatima. His eyes silently urged me to stay, but I turned away from him. "Please make sure she’s okay."
"I got her," Fatima said, defensively. "Oh, and Conner," she said over her shoulder as we exited the room. "Watch your back, asshole. You’re on my shit list now."
∞∞∞
 
FATIMA AND I HEADED to the garage. "Do you need to go to the hospital?"
I shook my head. "I pulled a muscle. I’m fine."
"Are you sure?"
"Yes. If I thought something was wrong, I’d tell you. Just get me the hell out of here."
We stepped into the spacious garage, and the motion censored lights flickered on. Conner’s cars were illuminated by the overhead and floor lights. "Oh, hell yeah," Fatima muttered under her breath. "Grab the keys to the Shelby."
I walked over to the security box and
punched in the code with trembling fingers. I grabbed the keys for the 1967 Shelby GT500 and tossed them to Fatima.
"Let’s get the hell out of here," she said as she caught the keys.
Fatima took my hand in hers and gave it a gentle squeeze, before peeling off into the night. Curse words spewed out of her mouth, as we saw Conner at the front entrance, with his hands on his head, as he watched us drive away. I slumped down in the passenger seat and squeezed my eyes shut.
I remained silent on the way home, thinking about the mess my life had suddenly become.  My tears had stopped, my voice was gone, and my heart was numb. I buried the pain of tonight somewhere deep in my chest, wedged near the pain from Keisha’s and Andre’s betrayal.




Chapter 16
I CURLED UP IN my full-size canopy bed in my childhood bedroom. Hiding out at my parents’ house seemed to be a good idea and would hopefully deter Conner from showing up. Little did he know, my parents were out of the country on a cruise ship.
"Did you walk in on them…fucking?" Fatima navigated Conner’s Shelby down the dark roads, opening it up on the deserted highway.
"No, but if Amy would have had her way…" I rehashed the events of tonight, giving her the details of what I’d seen and overheard.
"That fucking bitch!" Fatima hit the steering wheel.
"Did you know?" I turned to look at her.
"Of course not! I’m as shocked as you are. What a thot!"
I stared aimlessly out the windows as we whipped by the tall trees surrounding us. "I can’t believe Conner never told me."
Fatima was silent for a moment. "I’m not saying it’s right, but can you blame him?"
"Whose side are you on, Fatima?"
"Yours, cousin. All I’m saying is that he fucked her before he even knew you existed. And it couldn’t have been that deep, seeing that she married Quentin." She reached out and gave my hand a gentle squeeze. "It’s fucked up that you had to find out the way you did. But Conner loves you, and I bet he didn’t want to risk losing you over some girl that didn’t even matter to him."
"Are you going to defend Amy too?"  I crossed my arms over my chest.
"Naw, fuck that ho."
A chuckle escaped my throat. Leave it to Fatima to make me laugh at a time like this. We drove in silence for the rest of the way.
Fresh tears leaked from my eyes and spilled onto my pillow as images of Conner and Amy having sex racked my brain. They had sex. My best friend and my boyfriend. The father of my unborn child. My cell phone rang incessantly, missed calls from both Amy and Conner sequentially flooding my screen. After silencing my phone, I pulled the covers over my head, willing myself to wake up from this nightmare.
By morning, my sadness and shock made room for anger. In the shower, as the jets sprayed down on my body, the conversation between Amy and Conner played on repeat in my head. I dissected every bit of the painful truth. The secret that Amy and Conner shared sliced through me like a hot knife. Amy’s betrayal cut me into shreds. I scrubbed the shampoo into my scalp to the point of pain, as rage coursed through my veins. My wrath toward Amy was insurmountable. The shocking betrayal from my best friend was almost too painful for me to fully comprehend.
I tilted my head back and allowed the shower jets to wash away the shampoo and my tears. How could I reconcile the fact that Conner kept this from me?  Secrets. I saw them behind his eyes from the very beginning. What other secrets did he have? I knew other secrets lay in the empty bottles of Bourbon that were often stashed in the wastebasket in his home office. I thought back to the ultimatum he gave me long ago about his deceased brother. He said it was a deal-breaker, for us to discuss his brother and whatever painful truths lay in his past. Because of my love for Conner, I was willing to take what he gave. Because of my own insecurities, I accepted what he denied me with no questions asked.
As I leaned my palms against the shower wall, I thought to myself, I can’t do this anymore.  I couldn’t settle for mere parts of him. One of his secrets had just shattered the trust that I had in us. His other secrets were slowly crippling him. It didn’t take rocket science to know that his binge drinking was directly linked to said secrets.
∞∞∞
 
I SPRAWLED OUT IN the family den, with my back against the plush carpeted floor. I riffled through Helena’s c.d.’s for something to either soothe my soul or to empathize with my despair. I settled on Lauryn Hill’s Miseducation album. When It Hurts So Bad resounded from the living room sound system. I sang the along, my emotions spilling out into my vocals, as tears stained my cheeks. The cool breeze from the ceiling fan prickled my damp skin.
The ringing of the doorbell momentarily interrupted me from my lone serenade. I dried my wet face with the hem of my old college t-shirt. The doorbell rang three more times. When the ringing turned into incessant banging, I knew what I had to do. What I needed to do. Rising from my comfy spot, I turned down the music and unhurriedly sauntered through the house and to the front door.
I opened the door to a frantic Conner, who stood with his fist raised in mid-air, preparing to bang once again. I opened the door wide enough for him to enter. "We need to talk," he said, his tone slightly panicked. He stepped into the foyer and glanced around. "Can we go somewhere and talk in private?"
"No one’s here, Conner. This is as good of a place as any." I didn’t lead him further into the house. We stood in the foyer as I waited for him to start talking.
"Nothing happened last night. I swear to you, I didn’t cheat on you. I would never cheat on you." Conner’s skin was pale, and he had dark shadows under his eyes. His hair was disheveled. The usual light stubble on his jawline was darkened from lack of grooming.
"So, you two never fucked?" He winced at my bluntness. I crossed my arms over my chest and leaned my shoulder against the wall. "Well?  Did you or did you not fuck Amy?" I stared at him, waiting for his response.
"It was a long time ago before I ever met you," he somberly said. He inched his way closer to me, our bodies nearly touching.
Hearing him admit it, even though I already knew the truth, sliced right through my core. "How many times?"
"What?" He looked guilt-ridden.
"How many times did you fuck her? Once? Twice? Dozens of times? Too many times to count?"
"I…I don’t know." He shook his head once and shoved a hand through his messy hair.
Too many times to count, probably. I didn’t think my tear glands could produce any more tears, but alas, I was wrong. As I blinked, tears leaked from my eyes, which I quickly wiped away. "How long did this go on for? When did it end?"
Conner reached for me, and I withdrew from his touch. "No," I firmly said. I pushed my hand against his chest and quickly removed it as if touching him would scald my skin. I needed to hear the truth. Raw and uncut without him touching me. I needed to hear and feel the worst of it, to see if it was something that I could bear.
Conner moved to stand beside me, leaning his back against the wall.  "It lasted for about three months. We were teenagers. I haven’t touched her since."
I felt some of the tension in my knotted stomach ease, but I was still pissed. Nausea lingered in the pit of my stomach, serving as a reminder of the life that I carried, that we created. I pressed my fingertips to my closed eyelids and groaned. "Did you love her, or was she like the others?"
"I never loved her," he said adamantly. "You’re the only woman that I’ve ever loved."
"Yet you kept something like this from me?" I was furious, the tone of my voice increasing with each word. "She’s my best friend, Conner."
"I fucked up," he said while massaging the back of his neck with his hand. "It was just sex," he explained in desperation.
"Gee, that’s great," I deadpanned. "So, it was just fucking. Pure unadulterated, primal fucking. Between my best friend and my boyfriend."
"I didn’t even know you!" He shouted in what sounded like frustration.
"But you knew we were best friends and you didn’t tell me!"
He leaned his head back against the wall and scrubbed his hands over his face. The man who stood beside me wasn’t the confident man that I knew, who seemed as if he was always in control. The man who stood beside me was unsettled and anxious. "I’m sorry."
"For what, Conner? What are you sorry for?"
"I’m sorry that I hurt you." He looked down at me. "That I broke your trust in me…in us." He hesitated. "Maybe I shouldn’t have approached you at the wedding, knowing that you and Amy were friends." He shook his head. "No, fuck that.  I’m not sorry about that. You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me."
Ditto, Conner, ditto. That’s why this hurt so bad. "You pursued me, even when you knew that Amy and I were best friends. I fell in love with you. I trusted you."
"It was ten years ago," he urged. "I was drunk off my ass half the fucking time. I barely even remember!"  I was startled by the boom of his voice, but quickly recovered and stared up at him defiantly. He massaged his temples with his fingertips. Upon further examination of his mannerisms, signs of a hangover were visible.  "I didn’t know what this was going to become," he added, more calmly this time around. "I didn’t know that I was going to fall in love with you. That wasn’t the plan."
"What was the plan, Conner?  To bag two friends? Was this a sick game to you? Just a notch on your belt? Wanted to fuck a black chick to throw something different in the mix?"
"That’s not fair." A hint of anger laced his voice. But he didn’t dispute it and couldn’t even look me in the eye.
"Wow," I said on a breath. Of course. He intended on treating me like the others. My dad wasn’t so far off the mark. We didn’t raise Novalee … To be used and paraded around by some rich white boy who’s looking for a thrill in some dark meat. When my father made that accusation, I knew it couldn’t have been farther from the truth. But when Conner and I first met…
Conner intended on me being just another faceless body that he could lose himself in. Maybe the perceptive hunter in him saw the truth in me that I didn’t want to see in myself. Perhaps he saw my glaring insecurities and my need to feel special, desired, cherished, and validated. Deep down, I yearned to know that I wasn’t damaged goods, despite how Keisha, Andre, and Raymond made me feel.  God, I was calling my old therapist for an appointment before the day was out.  
"You’re sexy. You’re hot as fuck. I’d be lying to you if I told you that I didn’t want to sleep with you when we first met."  He moved to stand directly in front of me. "Then, I saw you again. That night at the restaurant.  I had a chance to sit across from you and just…talk with you. Spend time with you. That’s when I knew that you were different, and I didn’t want to treat you like the others.
"After that night, I couldn’t get you out of my head. And it had nothing to do with me wanting to sleep with a black chick. It had everything to do with the fact that when I looked in your eyes, I saw something in them that made me feel like we were connected in some strange way. That intrigued me and confused the hell out of me because I knew you were too good for me." Conner caged me in, one arm outstretched over my shoulder, his open palm against the wall behind me. He waited a few beats and sighed heavily. "It also scared the shit out of me. It was like you could look in my eyes and see how fucking dead I felt inside."
Conner brushed away my tears with his thumb, before cradling my cheek and leaning his forehead against mine. His breath smelled like bourbon. He squeezed his eyes shut, and I closed mine in return, as I listened to the deep timbre of his voice. "I wanted to forget you. I don’t deserve you. I’m too fucked up, my past too tainted. And you’re like an angel, so good and pure." He pressed his lips to mine. "I can’t let you go," he said against my mouth. "I love you. I need you."
I breathed him in. "This is all so messed up," I croaked. "If I’d known about you and Amy…if I’d known that she loved you, I would have never gone out with you."
He lifted his head and studied me. "Do you regret us?  Do you regret loving me?" I looked up to see pain and fear etched across his face and in his eyes.
Did I regret us? Did I regret loving Conner? The truth was easy to say. "No."
His shoulders relaxed. He sighed audibly as he tucked a few curly locks behind my ear.
"I’m mad as hell at you for not telling me, though. But I love you. I could never regret us." I reached up and caressed his stubbled jaw with the palm of my hand. He leaned into my touch. "It breaks my heart to hear you say things like ‘you felt dead inside.’ I feel like there’s so much that I don’t know about you."
"You know me more than most," he countered.
"That’s not very comforting, seeing that most don’t know you at all. I see emptiness, pain, and shame when I look in your eyes sometimes, and it damn near kills me." He turned his eyes downward, avoiding my imploring gaze. "You were right. I felt it too. That we were connected in some strange way. And it breaks my heart, that you’d rather drown yourself in bottles of booze than talk to me."
I looked at Conner imploringly. "I just wish you would let me in."  I rested my hands against his chest. "Or if not me, then someone."
"Not going to happen," he said, finally meeting my stare. "I don’t need to talk to anyone. All I need is for us to stay together."
"I don’t know if we can continue like this."
"What are you saying, Novalee?" He momentarily squeezed his eyes shut and ran a trembling hand through his hair. "Are you leaving me?"
"No. I’m not leaving you." How could I? We were broken together, but apart…I would be dust. "I just think we need to dial things back a bit. We need to focus on building trust. I want you to feel like to you can talk to me, share things with me. I don’t want sex to be a distraction for you…for us." Sexing each other multiple times a day made it easier to avoid the uncomfortable stuff.
"Bullshit," he challenged, with no heat.  "How can you minimize what we have as a distraction? Why are you doing this?  I get why you’re mad about the Amy shit. I know I screwed up." He pulled me up against him, and his hands traveled down to my backside. "But we’re great together, and you just want to stop?" Conner slipped a hand into the back waistband of my sweats and gripped my bare butt before snaking his hand to the entrance of my sex. Lust pooled between my thighs, but my heart and head weren’t in it.
"I really wish you’d consider therapy." I fought to keep my breathing steady and my eyes from rolling back. His hand stilled at the entrance of my sex, the tip of a finger already penetrating me. I reached back and grabbed hold of his wrist and removed his hand from my sweatpants. "I’m concerned about the drinking, Conner." I hesitated before teetering on the edge of diagnosing. "Do you think you may be using alcohol and sex as coping mechanisms for…for something that happened?" I spoke carefully, hovering on boundaries that I knew he didn’t want me to cross. "We’re having a baby. I think we need to deal with this. Now." I studied his face. His stoic mask slowly clinked back into place, piece by piece. It all started with his eyes and ended with the scowl that marred his face.
"Did you change your major to psychology?" He asked, his words were measured with a hint of condescension.
I swallowed the lump in my throat and met his imperturbable stare. "You said some things one night, during a video chat, when you were away in L.A. It was months ago. You were really drunk."
"What did I say?" The gray in his otherwise green eyes was icy and vivid.
I cleared my throat and continued, meeting his arctic stare. "You said, ‘I love to fuck, but I also fuck to forget.’ What is it that you want to forget?"
He stilled for a moment before backing up from me. Our bodies were still close, but all physical contact was gone. "Yeah… I’m not doing this right now."
His blunt response crushed me, but I refused to cower. I usually bowed out of conversations like this. Conner was strong-willed and dominating. Vulnerability was something that he struggled with. But I was determined to chip away at his armor. We had our unborn child to think about. I loved Conner fiercely, and although I didn’t have experience with addiction, I wasn’t going to avoid the red flags any longer.  Conner did an excellent job shielding who he was from the outside world. But I knew he was hurting. I saw the sadness and emptiness in his eyes from the very start.  And deep in the pit of my gut, I knew that our pasts were more similar than he would probably admit. And I cried a little for him inside.
Conner backed up completely away from me, almost to the opposite wall of the foyer. "Why the fuck can’t you just leave it alone?"
"Because I love you." I was met with silence. He wasn’t ready, and I knew, at that moment, that I couldn’t force him to be ready. This was his journey, not mine. But how could I sit back and watch him drown in his pain?
I leisurely rubbed the small bump shrouded by my t-shirt. "You’re not going to seek professional help, and you won’t talk to me." It was a statement, not a question. I had to verbalize it, to come to terms with it.
"I don’t need a fucking shrink." Massaging his temples again, he commenced, in a more gentle but exasperated tone, "I know you’re only trying to help. But I told you before. I don’t talk about this shit with anyone."
"You’re hungover right now. I can smell the bourbon on you. It’s nine o’clock in the morning. Did you drive here?"  I asked, suddenly concerned about him and others on the road.
"Of course not. Colin is out front." He leaned against the wall. "I had a few drinks this morning, but I thought I lost you," he implored.
"You haven’t lost me, Conner. But I’m afraid that you will if you don’t curb your drinking and get some help. I need you to step up and be a good dad. A sober one."
"Jesus Christ. I’m not an alcoholic. I just like to drink sometimes. What the fuck, Novalee?" he raised his voice. He was defensive, his anger palpable.  "I don’t need fucking therapy. All I need is you!"
"And what happens when I’m not enough to fill this void, this sadness in you? Are you going to drink yourself to death? Are you going to turn to sex with someone else to numb this pain that’s inside of you?"  The next words that were on the tip of my tongue caused tiny shivers of anxiety to course through me. "You have to deal with that pain that’s inside of you. If you don’t, baby I don’t think we’ll make it." I could literally feel Conner slipping away from me. In desperation, I rushed to him in a few swift steps. I pressed my body up against his and wrapped my arms around his waist. He didn’t embrace me in return. Only looked down at his feet.
"You’re it for me," I said. "You have my heart. No one else ever will. But don’t push me away. Because if I have to, I’ll choose what’s best for this baby over you." I palmed the sides of his face, turning his head up to look at me. "Talk to someone about what’s going on. Do this for you. For our baby." For us.
He gave a curt nod.  I was unclear on what our relationship would be like without sex. I hoped that through this physical separation, we would focus on building trust and repairing what was broken within ourselves and within our relationship. My heart still ached over the revelation that he and Amy essentially lied to me about their past sexual relationship. I had yet to deal with her, which I knew would cause more wounds.
I silently prayed that Conner wouldn’t spiral back into destructive patterns of excessive boozing and sexing, once our relationship slowed down and he was forced to focus and deal with his issues. It would shatter my heart beyond repair, to see him so lost, using the pleasures of temporary thrills to numb the torment that was raging inside of him.
Conner planted a kiss to my forehead, and then to my parted lips, which I readily received. He ran his hand over my stomach, resting it on my bump. "Don’t give up on me, angel."
"Never," I said, my throat thick with emotion. He kissed me once again before heading to the door. He didn’t look back, and I couldn’t look away. Once I heard the door close behind him, I slumped down onto the floor and brought my knees up to my chest. I slowly drew in breaths and released them, practicing my breathing exercises.
I heard the front door open, and Fatima’s voice followed, calling my name. I looked up at her from where I sat. "Oh, cousin." She rushed over and sat down beside me. I lay my head against her chest and cried for what felt like the hundredth time in a matter of days. She didn’t say anything. Just held me until my tears dried up, and my voice was gone.




Chapter 17
I PARKED NEAR HARRIS County Courthouse and walked to a popular downtown eatery. As soon as I stepped inside of the air-conditioned restaurant, I felt immediate relief as the cool air swathed my sweat-dampened skin. Houston and all surrounding areas had been hit with a heatwave this summer that had many seeking relief in the comfort of air-conditioned establishments, rather than enjoying the outdoor settings that many usually tended to gravitate to. The waiting area was full and so were most of the tables, due to the lunch crowd starting to pour in. Dressed in a pair of cut off denim shorts and a wife-beater tank top, I stood out amongst the crowd of suits. The tight tank stretched across my small baby bump, which had seemed to grow almost overnight. I pulled my sunglasses up, resting them on top of my curly mop of hair and sent a text message to Conner while waiting to be seated.
Novalee, 12:15pm
No need to pick me up at home.
I’m downtown right now. Had a craving for some cactus casserole.
I’ll meet you at the doctor’s office.
Conner, 12:17pm
Cactus huh? Lol.
Sounds good. I’m in the middle of a meeting anyway.
See you soon. Love you.
Novalee, 12:17pm
Don’t judge a preggos woman. Lol. Love you too.
"Novalee." I turned towards the bar at the sound of my name. A smile spread across my face. "Hey," I called out.
He held up a bottle of organic sparkling water toward me in a salute. "Come join me," he offered, his smile inviting and endearing, his hazel eyes warm.
I started towards him. He sat alone at a pub table near the bar. A thick file was scattered about him, and a cup of coffee was pushed off to the side. He stood as I approached his table, all 6’6 of him, and greeted me with a hug.
"Quentin, how are you?" I asked as my neck strained to look up at him. He really was swoon-worthy, and I couldn’t blame the few women around us who boldly checked him out. He was dressed for court today, sporting a stark white shirt, red tie, and an Ermenegildo Zegna navy-blue suit vest and slacks. His suit jacket was draped across one of the four chairs at his table.
"Never better. And you?" he asked as he pushed my bar stool in after I sat. I was grateful since my feet dangled from the stool and were far from reaching the floor.
"Great," I lied, and he studied my face like the lawyer he was. I fidgeted under his gaze, clearing my throat and picking at invisible lint from my tank.
Quentin smiled politely at my response before signaling for a waiter with a slight wave of his hand. A willowy blond scurried over immediately, grinning and blushing.
The waiter, who introduced herself to me as Mia, reluctantly dragged her eyes off him and took my order. Quentin gathered his papers into a neat pile and proceeded to give me his undivided attention. "It’s been a long time. Allow me to extend my congrats on your upcoming bundle of joy."
"Thank you." I took a sip of the ice-cold water that Mia brought me. "Were you in court today?" I asked.
"I was, but the case was dismissed."
"Is that a good thing?" I asked, genuinely interested. Quentin’s reputation as a stellar lawyer proceeded him. He was one of the top defense attorneys in the state.
"That’s a very good thing," he said, gracing me with his winning and trusting smile, that made people love him. A dimple pierced his cheek as he did so. I couldn’t even imagine all the shenanigans that he and Conner were probably involved in during their high school and college days before adulting took over. Where Conner was brooding and mysterious, Quentin was pleasant and trusting. It was easy to see why America was so devastated when Quentin decided not to run for a seat as a house representative. All the news outlets were going full steam ahead in predicting a long and prosperous career in politics for Quentin. It took everyone by surprise when he abruptly dropped out of the race, especially when he appeared to be a shoo-in.
People let their guard down when with Quentin. He listened intently as I told him about my plans to return to school come fall. He asked me questions about my upcoming classes and about my job. He shared humorous stories from law school and a few details about a few salacious trials that had been in the news, some that he’d tried and won. Quentin was a charmer, through and through. I found my mood lifting, so caught up in our conversation.
The lingering questions remained, however. Did he know about Amy and Conner?  Did he know about what had recently transpired between the three of us?
Mia brought out our meals and leaned over exaggeratedly as she filled Quentin’s coffee cup. He smiled graciously at her, his eyes briefly skimming her ample cleavage before focusing back on our conversation. As we chatted and enjoyed our meals, a few people stopped by our table to greet Quentin. Plans were made for golfing and other various activities outside of work.
My phone vibrated in my purse as he confirmed plans with a guy for a poker game that was going to take place at Conner’s house later in the week.
I retrieved my phone and checked the caller ID display. Amy. I hit the ignore button. It immediately put a damper on my mood and brought back all the feelings that I had been trying to keep at bay, all week.
"Everything okay?" he asked, once we were alone again.
I smiled faintly. "Amy."
He slowly nodded. "How are you holding up?" He leaned forward, resting his forearms on the table. "I heard about what happened last week." He gingerly sliced into his chicken breast, seemingly unaffected by the whole ordeal.
"You knew?" My brows furrowed.
"I did. I’ve known since high school."
I knew that his and Amy’s marriage was a sham, but I was still puzzled by Quentin’s unbothered demeanor.
Mia eagerly sashayed back over to our table. "Is there anything else that I can get you, Mr. James?  Or for your date, perhaps?" I stifled a chuckle and tried hard not to roll my eyes at her forwardness. I was used to this type of behavior, especially when dating a man like Conner.
"No, thank you, Mia." For the most part, he seemed to be unaffected by her flirtation. After she left our table, we resumed our conversation. "I’m sure that it’s no secret to you that Amy despises me. Trust me, the feeling is mutual," he said with a chuckle. "Our marriage was a sham. One that we both regret. We should have never married. We were both in love with other people."
I had so many questions, but I knew it wasn’t my place to ask them all. So, I settled for, "You knew Amy was in love with Conner?"
"It was quite obvious," he casually said. "I don’t think Conner knew. He’s always been too caught up in his own shit to notice." I nodded forlornly. "You talk to Amy yet?"
I shook my head. "I’ve been ignoring her calls. I know I have to face her, but I’m not ready. I guess I’m not ready to face the end of our friendship."
"I understand. I’m sure you want to avoid as many stressful situations as possible," he said, alluding to my pregnancy. "I never thought I’d see the day. You’re good for Conner. He loves you very much."
"Thank you, Quentin." I ran my fingertip along the rim of my glass. "And I love him very much."
"That’s good to hear." He leisurely sat back in his chair. "How’s Fatima doing these days?"
I pursed my lips and studied him quizzically. "She’s good."
He ran his fingers through his dirty-blond hair, the thick locks effortlessly falling back into place. "That’s good to hear. I ran into her a while back," he explained, as he observed my suspicious look. He rubbed his smooth, chiseled jaw. "She, uh, seeing anyone special?"
I sat back in my chair and folded my arms across my chest. My lips twitched from a small smile. "Fatima’s pretty private when it comes to her love life."
He slowly nodded. He sat upright and straightened his perfectly tied tie. "I see."
Mia appeared at our table with the bill. "Whenever you’re ready," she said. I retrieved my wallet from my purse, but not before Quentin handed Mia his credit card.
Winking at Quentin, she took his card before scurrying away. "Oh, my goodness, Quentin. Put that poor woman out of her misery already," I teased, as I watched Mia sashay away, her blond bob swaying with each step.
He casually looked over at Mia’s retreating back, before turning his attention back to me. "Not my type." Mia favored Amy, from her straight blond hair, blue eyes, high cheekbones, and pouty mouth.
"Hmmm," was all I said. "What’s your type?" The words came out of my mouth, and I immediately regretted it.
A slow smile curved his lips, his eyes like burning cinders. "Fatima. Fatima’s my type."
∞∞∞
 
DR. SHAVER’S OFFICE WAS in a refurbished colonial home, which had been transformed into a state-of-the-art medical office. After checking in at the front desk, I took a seat across from a few other patients who were in various stages of their pregnancies.
"Hey," a deep voice said to me, causing me to look up from my phone.
"Hey," I said on a breath, looking up into Conner’s piercing eyes.  We hadn’t seen each other since he showed up at my parents’ house. Since then, we had only communicated via text a handful of times.
Conner sat down beside me, and a few women who sat nearby lifted their heads from their phones or magazines to subtly checked him out. He was dressed in a pair of gray Tom Ford pants and a light blue dress shirt. He was tie-less, with the top button of his shirt unfastened, and his sleeves casually rolled up to his forearms. His eyes adoringly traveled from my face to the small baby bump that had expanded since we last saw each other, just over a week ago. "You look beautiful." He planted a gentle kiss to my forehead. I closed my eyes momentarily, savoring the feel of his lips on my skin.
"Thank you. How are you?" I studied his face. Since our talk at my parents’ house, I sensed a disconnect. He seemed withdrawn and despondent. Things had been off kilter between us. With our sexual connection being nonexistent, our emotional connection struggled.
Conner scrubbed his hand along his jaw. "Long week."  
A petite Hispanic woman holding a clipboard appeared from a side door, which led to the examination rooms. She called my name, and Conner and I both stood and followed her down the hall. She checked my vitals, collected a urine sample, and checked my weight. After handing me an examination gown to change into, she left us alone in the room.
"I’ve missed you," I said, searching Conner’s face for any semblance of a mutual feeling. My insecurities were running rampant, and I hated myself for it. It was something that I was working on with the help of my therapist, who I had recently begun seeing again.
"I’ve missed you, too. I’m sorry I haven’t been around much lately. Work has been pretty hectic."
Never stopped you before. I nodded slowly, biting the inside of my cheek to keep myself from saying something completely needy. I waited up for him every night over the past week, as I’d grown used to us spending our evenings together after work. He never came.
I undressed and slipped my arms into the disposable examination gown. It gave me something to do, rather than to stand there and acknowledge the awkwardness between us.
"I’m just sorting through my shit," he explained, after a moment. He approached me as I sat on the examination table. I looked up at him, my emotions giving nothing away. I’d learned from the best. He grazed his knuckles along my jaw, before leaning down to brush his lips against mine. He was met with my cheek as I turned away from his kiss. The faint smell of bourbon masked by breath mints shattered something inside of me. He quizzically searched my face and was about to say something.
"Not now," I whispered, cutting him off.
There was a knock on the door, then Dr. Shavers entered. "Hello, you two." She smiled brightly. I greeted her with an equally flashing smile. It took Conner a few seconds to come around. His eyes bore into me before he followed suit and exchanged pleasantries with Dr. Shavers.
Dr. Shavers was a stunning woman, with skin the color of Godiva chocolate. Her makeup was immaculate and composed of natural hues, which only enhanced her beauty. She had platinum blond twists that were pulled up in a tight chignon.
She sat down before us with my chart in her hand. We went over my blood test results from the last week, as well as outlining the plan for the next few months. Questions were asked and answered by all three of us before I laid down in position for the transvaginal ultrasound. Since my periods were irregular, Dr. Shavers wanted to measure the size of the fetus and uterus to determine how far along I was. After being prepped for the ultrasound and the wand made contact, we heard a loud whooshing noise. Conner took my hand, and I eagerly squeezed his as we both stared excitedly at the screen. The sound of our baby’s heartbeat released some of the tension between us.
"Well, well, well. What do we have here?" Dr. Shavers asked as the image on the monitor came into focus. Conner and I looked at the image, which was now clearer, then looked back at each other. Our eyes meet in shock, before turning to a beaming Dr. Shavers. "Congratulations, you two!  You’re having twins!"
We were both speechless. There were outlines of two fetuses in their own sacs. Their bodies were developed enough for us to see their silhouettes.  Conner’s grip tightened on my hand to the point of pain, causing me to wince, which resulted in him quickly loosening his grip. An overwhelming sense of love, joy, awe, and fear crept over me as I stared at my babies. "Look at them," I finally said. "Look at our babies."
I looked up at Conner. His eyes were locked on the screen. A pained expression was etched on his face, which caused my smile to falter.
"Based on your blood levels and the measurements of each fetus, I’d say you’re thirteen weeks pregnant."
Conner remained silent as he raked a trembling hand through his hair.
Dr. Shavers offered a sympathetic smile. "I know this is a lot to take in. But the good news is that you’ve already made it past the first trimester, which means the miscarriage rate has already dropped significantly."  I breathed a sigh of relief at that. "Do twins run in either of your families?"
"My grandfather on my mother’s side was a twin," I commented. We both looked at Conner.
"Yes," Conner answered, barely above a whisper.
Dr. Shavers responded. "The father’s genes aren’t responsible for a woman releasing two eggs. So essentially, only the mother’s genetics are at play when it comes to fraternal twins." She pointed to the monitor, "You see here, your twins each have their own amniotic sac and placenta, which means you have Dichorionic - Diamniotic twins. Di Di twins can be identical or fraternal. There’s a higher chance that they’ll be fraternal, but it’s too soon to tell. Unlike fraternal twins, identical twins are not genetic." 
Dr. Shavers removed the wand. She wiped the excess lubricate from between my legs before removing her gloves. I had a ton more questions which she readily answered.
Being pregnant with twins automatically put me in the high-risk category. Conner expressed concerns about me continuing to work and go to school. If he thought that I was going to sit around with my feet up all day, he was sorely mistaken. Luckily, Dr. Shavers reassured us both that I would be able to continue to work and go to school. If health conditions changed for the twins or me, we would discuss further accommodations and restrictions.
After providing us with images of our twins, more informational pamphlets, and a bottle of prenatal vitamins, we said our goodbyes. As soon as Dr. Shavers excused herself, Conner leaned forward in his chair, resting his elbows on his thighs. "Twins. Holy shit. I didn’t expect that."
"You and me both." I removed the disposable gown and discarded it in a nearby trash bin. "You alright?  You seem a little shell shocked," I said as I dressed.
"I’m good. Just surprised." He looked down at the ultrasound image in his hand before looking up at me. "Are we okay?" he asked.
"Are you okay?" I asked.
"Never better," he said with a bit of humorless sarcasm in his voice. He reached out and pulled me down onto his lap. Running his fingers through my hair, he said, "You’ve never been more beautiful than you are right now." He twisted a lock of curls around his finger. His green eyes bore into me, lustfully drinking me in.
I snuggled into him, my lips brushing against his neck. "How much have you had to drink today?" I spoke into the crook of his neck.
"Relax. Only three fingers of bourbon."
"We better go, Conner. I’m sure they want their exam room back, and I have to get to school." I moved to get off his lap, but he immobilized me by holding me tighter.
"What’s the problem?" he asked, slightly frustrated.
"It pains me that you’d even ask me that question," I said, as I moved from his embrace. This time he released his hold on me. I headed out the door. He didn’t follow me.




Chapter 18
"YOU CUT HIM OFF?" Fatima asked as she rifled through scraps of silk panties. "From everything?" She shook her head. "You’re a better woman than me. Cause with a man like Conner…" She did a little twerk dance before getting playfully shoved by me.
"Hot mess," I teased.  Our menu was sparse. Oral sex for us was like a gateway drug, the appetizer before the meal. So that was off-limits, as well. The sexual chemistry between Conner and I had always been off the charts. We barely came up for air on most days.  Over the past two weeks, we’d been acting like two horny virgin teenagers, making out until our lips were chapped and swollen, while dry humping in our clothes. It was torture. But it also forced us to come to terms that although our sex life was insanely hot, our communication outside of the bedroom needed some improvement.
"So much has happened over the last few weeks. I’ve been forced to face the fact that there are some things in our relationship that just aren’t healthy. I had to do something drastic to try to get Conner’s attention." I draped a few bra and panty sets across my arm and moved on to the rack of sports bras. "It’s easy to avoid the uncomfortable stuff when you’re boning multiple times a day," I said to Fatima in a hushed tone.
"Damn," she drawled. "Get it, girl. No, wait. You’re not," she deadpanned.
"Seriously, Fatima, I’m dying here. My hormones are out of control."
"How long are you going to hold back the cookie?"
I shrugged. "For however it long it takes."
"Takes for what?"
I answered her with another faint shrug of my shoulders. Fatima didn’t know the details about Conner’s drinking or his bouts with depression. He hid it well, only showing the outside world exactly what he wanted them to see. A ruthless, in-control business mogul who never showed signs of weakness.
Before cutting him off, on some nights, maybe once or twice a week, Conner would retire to his home office. A couple of hours would go by before he would stumble to our bedroom in a drunken state. Under the haze of lust and inebriation, he would clumsily seek out my body, his hands and mouth roaming greedily.  Because I craved him and desperately wanted to connect, I would readily give myself to him. Our sex would be raw, rough, and impersonal, lacking intimacy.
In those moments, Conner would completely detach, seeking his pleasure and ignoring mine. I would give him what he needed, recognizing his need to quiet the noises in his head. While he pistoned inside of me recklessly, I would squeeze my eyes shut, caught in purgatory between pleasure and pain. I would open wide for him –my legs and my heart, silently beckoning him to come back to me. I needed him to come back to me so that I wouldn’t feel used and cheap.
Conner would spill his seed inside of me before rolling over and breaking all physical contact. Once the fog of drunkenness dissipated, he would come back to me, filling in the broken cracks in my heart with the intimacy that I so desperately needed.
I took from Conner what I could, and gave him all that he desired, avoiding the uncomfortable stuff that lay dormant within in. Now with sex off the table, we were forced to deal with our issues and had to find other ways to express ourselves that didn’t include bumping and grinding.  Through this new normal, I had to deal with my insecurities and the fact that I was an enabler. I realized that my love and my sex couldn’t save him. It couldn’t save our relationship. 
"Enough about me," I said after Fatima and I purchased our lingerie and headed out of the mall.
We approached our cars in the packed parking lot. Fatima leaned against her car, folding her arms across her chest. She gestured to my new car with the lift of her chin. "Nice ride, by the way," she said, admiring the white Porsche Cayenne Turbo S that Conner gifted me.
"Thanks." I leaned against my car and faced her. "So…what’s going on with you and Quentin?"
"Nothing’s going on." I eyed her skeptically. "I’m no homewrecker, and I’m no one’s sloppy seconds," she said, defensively.
"I never said you were, cousin."
"Well, good. Because I’m not. I’m not even thinking about Quentin. Like, at all."
"Okay," I said, matter of factly. "I ran into Quentin a couple of weeks ago. We ended up having lunch together. He asked about you, you know. You may not be thinking about him, but he sure is thinking about you."
"It was a long time ago," she reluctantly admitted. "It was before he married Amy. It was stupid, and we were young. We both made mistakes and hurt each other too much to ever go back." She shook her head out of her reverie. Unlocking her door, she said, "I never told you because of Amy. She was your bestie, and I didn’t want to put you in an awkward position." She swooped her long goddess locks up with her arm and fanned the back of her neck with her other hand. "You can tell Quentin that I’m great. Never better." The tight smile on her face proved otherwise.
"Okay, cousin."
"Now give me a hug. It’s hot as fish grease out here, and I can smell the rain coming."
We embraced before we got in our cars. "Love you," I said, rolling down my window. "Wish me luck." I was heading out to meet with Amy. I was anxious and devasted that she ruined our friendship— our sisterhood.
"How does Conner feel about this meet up between the two of you?"
"He understands that I have to do this, but he’s concerned. He doesn’t want me getting too upset and emotional, and it affects the babies."
"Call me if you need me. Don’t let the bougie fool you. You know I can fuck some shit up if I have to." Fatima lowered her sunglasses and pursed her lips. "I mean it. I’ll stay close, just in case I have to roll up."
"I love you, cousin, but I’ll be fine. A few weeks ago, not so much. But now, I’m finally ready to face her."
"Love you, too, cousin. Take care of yourself. I’ll see you next week for some more retail therapy." She blew me a kiss before backing out of her parking space. I steadied by breaths and gripped the steering wheel as I drove through town. I was one step closer to putting a final nail in the coffin of my friendship with Amy.




Chapter 19
I STOOD IN FRONT of the floor-to-ceiling wall of windows that overlooked the wooded terrain. The heavy rains beat mercilessly against the windowpane, creating a bleak atmosphere, adding to my somber mood. Today had been emotionally draining. New revelations from Amy had forced me to reflect on old memories, which made me face some startling truths that left me totally vexed. The sun had set about an hour ago, and Conner still hadn’t arrived home. I’d changed into my silk nightgown and robe, already resigning to spend the night at his place. I was exhausted, and all I wanted to do was snuggle under the covers and fall asleep. But I knew that Conner would have questions for me, as I had for him. I’d already gotten calls from Helena and Fatima, who first alerted me to the photo circulating online.
After viewing the image, I immediately called Conner. His EA, Stephanie, informed me he’d left the office early. That was at 3:30. It was now 10 o’clock. All my calls went unanswered and sent straight to voicemail.
I heard the garage door opening and closing. A few minutes later, I heard Conner’s footsteps echoing toward the kitchen. I heard the faint sound of his cell phone and cuff links clattering against the quartz countertops. I remained rooted in place, listening to the sounds coming from Conner’s sideboard liquor cabinet.
I felt his presence near me before his image reflected in the window. He stood beside me, his eyes focused on the rainfall and the sprawling forest. He’d discarded his jacket. His tie was loosened, and his sleeves were unbuttoned and casually folded back. He held a crystal tumbler in his hand filled with bourbon. Last week, I’d gotten rid of all the alcohol from the house. It was stashed in multiple areas throughout the house. Not only in the obvious places like the kitchen or his office, but in some unexpected places, as well – in wardrobe closets, under bathroom sinks, under beds, laundry quarters, and the pool house. Conner came home from work one day and discovered it all gone. He didn’t address it with me, but by the next day, he’d replaced all the expensive alcohol that was missing from the liquor cabinet.
The evidence of Conner’s foul mood was glaringly obvious. I could only assume that it was because of the photograph. The photo that captured me in a very compromising position.
"Rough day?" I asked, still focused on the view before me.
Conner stood in a casual stance. One hand was in the side pocket of his slacks, and the other hand cradled the crystal tumbler close to his chest. "A trying day, yes," he confirmed, his voice flat.
I watched out of the corner of my eye as the tumbler touched his lips. "And what about you, Novalee? How was your day?" he asked with a hint of an accusatory tone. It wasn’t lost on me that I wasn’t his angel today. He eyes were iridescent, as the glow from the moon reflected off his face. Watching me, he took a swallow of his drink.
"Shitty, actually," I deadpanned. He let out a dry chuckle. "Conner, I’ve been calling all day. Where were you?"
"I had a meeting today…with a therapist."
My head snapped to his, my eyebrows raised. "Really?" I asked, grasping on to hope.
"I won’t be going back," he said, matter of factly. He brought the tumbler back up to his lips and downed its contents in two large gulps. Without even sparing me another glance, Conner turned and walked away, retreating up the staircase.
My eyes were still puffy from all the crying I’d already done today. And more tears threatened to spill, but I was tired of crying. It seemed to be all I did lately.
I met Amy at the Ivy. The Ivy was an upscale restaurant with a quiet atmosphere and sophisticated décor. It wasn’t exactly the most discreet place where one could cause a scene. So, in hushed tones, Amy and I came face to face, opening wounds and secrets that would forever change us.
"Conner and I were not having an affair behind your back. Absolutely nothing happened between us while you two were together. He didn’t even know that I lo—" she abruptly paused before continuing, "that I had feelings for him." She tucked her hair behind both ears with trembling hands.
"This happened back in high school?" She gave an imperceptible nod. "And you’ve had these feelings for him the entire time?
I never heard you once mention Conner back in high school. Please explain all of this to me."
"Conner is Wesley, Novalee. As in Conner Wesley Brathwaite. He went by Wesley back then." Conner W. Brathwaite. Was I the densest girlfriend on the planet? How did I not know my boyfriend’s middle name? Was it something that I overlooked, or was it something he had intentionally kept from me, fearing that I would connect the dots?  I mentioned "Wesley" to Conner on our second date. 
Then it hit me. "Conner took your virginity." I remembered Amy being blabby about it, giving me all the salacious details. "Oh, my God," I said, my fingertips pressing into my temples. She winced at my reaction.
All our conversations about Wesley came to mind. Every. Single. Detail. Wesley was the love of her life. The one that got away. They had sex all summer long, in multiple places around town. He was insatiable, she would often say. They couldn’t get enough of each other, she would brag. He dumped her as soon as the school year started. 
I stood in the great room, listening to the sounds of the rain. I thought back to the moment that I’d mentioned Wesley to Conner. That was his chance to say something. Anything. But he didn’t. Instead, on that very day, he told me that he wanted me to be his. I agreed to it, ignoring the little voice in my head that told me it was all happening too fast. From day one, I was utterly smitten. I sifted through all the details that I’d remembered about Wesley. I squeezed my eyes shut, disgusted by the sordid details of their brief summer fling.
"The summer before our sophomore year, Conner returned from boarding school, for good this time. We were all hanging out by the lake. We were high on molly and drunk off our asses. One thing led to another, and Conner and I ended up leaving the group and having sex in the woods." She studied me for a moment before continuing. "Conner didn’t know that I was a virgin. I think he was too drunk and high to notice. He wasn’t very gentle." She cleared her throat, her eyes averting from me to off at a distance. "My first time was awful. It hurt like a son of a bitch. But after that night, I knew that I was head over heels in love him. So, I made myself available to him. All the time. The sex got better. Amazing actually," she said and had the audacity to blush.
If looks could kill. The one I gave Amy must have been murderous, as she quickly sobered her thoughts and proceeded. "I tried to be enough for him. But I never was."
I folded my arms around myself and looked back toward the winding staircase. I imagined Conner in his office, helping himself to the new decanter of bourbon.
"Before that summer, nothing had ever happened between us. He and Colton came home ever summer break. Conner would hang out with us at the lake, on occasion, but Colton never did. Colton was more of a loner, an introvert. He was a mama’s boy and the apple of his father’s eye. He liked to spend his days working at his dad’s office or escorting his mom to fancy dinner parties in the stead of his father."
A classmate from high school, Zoie, came over to our table. She was more of a foe than a friend. Her reputation in high school as gossiper followed her through college and into her career. She was now a writer for a sleazy tabloid based out of L.A. She was currently in town, visiting her folks for their wedding anniversary.
After Amy and I exchanged polite greetings with Zoie, and she departed from our table, Amy continued. "I always had a crush on Conner. Everyone did. But he never even looked my way. He was a couple of years older, so we didn’t cross paths too often. But that summer, right after his brother died, Conner changed. He was a wreck. Always angry. Always drinking. Always with a different girl." I listened intently, hoping to get a glimpse into Conner’s past, the one he refused to share with me. 
With trembling hands, Amy brought the water glass up to her lips and took a sip. "Then one night at the lake, instead of choosing another girl to hook up with, he chose me." She smiled softly as if reminiscing about a fond memory. "When Conner came home that summer, without his brother, he came home a single man, and it was game on. All the girls wanted a piece of him. No one cared that he was broken. I think that made him even hotter. He was like a project that every girl wanted to fix.  We all knew that he was grieving. I knew that he wanted an escape, so I provided that for him. All the girls did. We all wanted to save him." She looked at me knowingly. "I’m sure you know a little bit about that."
I rubbed my round belly and headed towards the staircase. I knew what I had to do. Conner and I needed to talk. We needed to talk before he got too drunk off his ass to have a productive conversation with me.
"When Conner chose me that night, there was no way I was going to miss my chance to have sex with a Brathwaite twin."
"Twin?"
Amy furrowed her brows, seemingly surprised by my question. "Yeah. Conner and Colton were identical twins. You could barely tell them apart."
Twins?  I swallowed past the lump in my throat and took a sip of water.
"I agreed to marry Quentin, partly to please my dad, and partly to get a rise out of Conner." She laughed bitterly. "You see how that worked out. Quentin didn’t give a shit about me and could barely stand the sight of me. And Conner," she laughed bitterly, "he fucked his way through Manhattan before running through all the hot girls out here. Then he met you. Perfect and beautiful Novalee. He fell head over heels in love and stopped screwing around." Her smile was tight, and her eyes were sad.
"I loved him madly," she said, as tears pooled in her cornflower blue eyes. "All I ever wanted was for him to love me back."  Amy dabbed her eyes with the cloth napkin that rested on her lap. "Conner and I hooked up at a time in my life when I was very fragile. I’d already given up on my first love, and it was fucking brutal." She bit her quivering lip and exhaled deeply.
Amy belted out a humorless laugh as she said, "He never loved me. We agreed to a no strings attached fling. I lied and told him I could handle that." Her eyes were fixed on me as she said, "I wasn’t going to give up hope again. Not this time around." Amy looked sightlessly out of the window before continuing. "I never thought that I would fall in love again. So, when I did, all bets were off. Unfortunately, things ended abruptly. One day, he stopped calling. Stopped answering his phone. He just sort of…moved on."
Amy shook her head as if trying to shake those memories away.
"Jesus," I mumbled.
Amy’s emotions went from a 3 to a 10 within a few seconds. "I was waiting for him to come to his senses," she cried out, as tears dripped down her face.  "He was supposed to quit whoring around and finally settle down. But all he cared about was fucking every hot blond in a skirt." Amy wiped her face with her napkin before subconsciously looking around. A few eyes were on us.  "I loved him through it all," she said through gritted teeth. "Even from a distance."
Amy was starting to cause a scene, her voice steadily increasing. "And then he met you."  She frantically shook her head and pressed her fingertips to her eyelids. "People fall in love with you, Novalee. They always do."
I headed for the master bath on the second floor. I examined my blotchy skin in the mirror. My nose and cheeks were reddened, and my eyes were bright. I secured my curls up on top of my head before heading down the long corridor towards Conner’s office. I wanted to forget that this day had ever happened. And something told me that sleep was a long way off.
"Who was your first love? I thought it was Wes–Conner."
She hesitated a moment and shook her head. "Are you really going to make me say it, Novalee?"
I looked into Amy’s eyes and saw all the things that I hadn’t wanted to see. The things that I’d purposefully ignored for years. It was a talent of mine. I excelled in only seeing what I wanted to see.
"Who was your first love, Amy?" I asked wearily.
She took a deep breath and straightened her back. Her tremble was gone, and her voice was steady. "I’ve been in love with you since the sixth grade. When I first met you at Manchester, I thought you were the most beautiful person I’d ever laid eyes on. You still are."
I slowly shook my head and squeezed my eyes shut. "Amy, don’t do this."
"It’s now or never. What have I got to lose?" She gave a wan smile. "That’s why my mother never really approved of our friendship. She saw the way I looked at you. My mother wanted me to marry Quentin for entirely different reasons than my father. She told me that she knew about my unnatural feelings for you. She thought that marrying a man like Quentin would help me get over them."
Amy had been possessive throughout our friendship. She was a territorial person in general, I’d always rationalized.  I never wanted to face the tight and pressing hugs, the handholding with soft caresses, or the lingering kisses to my cheeks. I didn’t want to overanalyze the frequent sleepovers where we shared a bed because she was afraid of the dark. Some people are more affectionate than others. That was Amy.
"You’re in love with both of us?" I shook my head in disbelief.
"I know it sounds crazy," she said, on the verge of tears again.
"I loved you…like a sister. I don’t feel the same way for you. I’m sorry," I said gently.
"I know," Amy said, defeated.
Our waiter approached our table and took away our scarcely eaten salads.  Amy rested her elbows on the table and palmed her face. "I learned to accept the fact that we would never be more than just best friends. Then you and Conner met. It all happened so fast," she said, shaking her head. "I just couldn’t deal. I couldn’t accept it. It was the worst thing that could ever happen to me." She leaned back in her chair and shoved a hand through her hair. "The two people that I loved most of all found each other. Go figure, right? Fuck my life," she said with a humorless chuckle. "I kept you two away from each other, all those years ago, because deep down I knew. Knew that if you two found each other, you each would take the other one away from me."
"So, your idea was to go after my boyfriend? What the hell, Amy?"
"I was tired of losing! I thought I had a better shot with Conner. I was hysterical. Downright furious that he got you pregnant. I needed to prove to myself that I was lovable."
With this confession of betrayal, my anger escalated, and Amy’s cries increased. Nothing was resolved. I don’t know what I expected from meeting with Amy. Closure, I guess.
Amy and I talked until there were no more words. We both mourned the loss of our friendship.  I thought about our twelve years of friendship. We had laughed together and cried together. We planned our futures together.
"You mind if I walk you to your car?" She pleaded with her eyes. "I know that this is goodbye. I guess I’m just trying to bide my time. Please?" she asked as her voice croaked. "We don’t even have to talk."
I gave a minute nod and slid my sunglasses back on. After settling the bill, we headed toward the parking garage. We walked in silence, each of us stewing in our own thoughts.
Amy stood in front of me once I stopped at my car. "Take care of yourself, Amy." I was fragile. On the verge of shattering. This was final. I just didn’t have it in me to try. The moment she tried to seduce Conner was it for me.
"You too, Novalee." She reluctantly stepped forward and leaned towards me for a hug, which I consented to. I awkwardly wrapped my arms around her for one last hug, and then the unexpected happened. Amy boldly pressed her lips against mine and kissed me hard.
Stunned, I pulled back from her kiss and out of her embrace. "Amy, no," I stated firmly, as I wiped her lipstick from my mouth. 
"I’m sorry," she confessed. "I’ve always wanted to do that."
"Goodbye, Amy," I said, on the verge of sobbing.
"Goodbye, Novalee," she cried. She hurried away, and I got in my car and speed off.
∞∞∞
 
WEARY AND TIRED, I stood in front of Conner’s office door. The door was ajar, and the lights were low. I stepped into the room. Conner was seated at his desk. He looked up at me when I stepped in. In his hand was a dingy piece of notebook paper. Handwriting appeared to be scribbled on it. An opened bottle of bourbon sat in front of him. I stepped over his discarded dress shirt and rounded the desk to stand beside him. "You wanna talk about it, or are you going to stew in the dark and get drunk?"
Conner neatly folded the piece of paper four times over and put it in his desk drawer. He leaned back in his chair and steepled his fingers together. Conner’s eyes looked haunted and bore into me, but he remained silent. He didn’t look angry. He looked… dispassionate.
My palms gripped the edge of the desk behind me. "Amy kissed me. I didn’t kiss her back."
"If I’d known it was like that, we could have all had some fun," he said, his tone dry and emotionless. "Amy always did like threesomes. Go figure." He took a swig of bourbon, straight from the bottle.
"Fuck you, Conner." I raised my hand to slap him, which he caught in mid-air, his large hand clasping around my wrist.
He rose from his chair as he held my wrist firmly. "But you won’t even do that, will you," he taunted, his face mere inches from mine.
"You’re the expert at fucking, so go fuck yourself, like you’re doing to this relationship." I snatched my hand out of his hold. I shoved him hard, but he didn’t move an inch. In an instant, his hands were around my waist, and I was suddenly lifted onto his desk.
Conner pushed my thighs apart with his hands before pulling my legs towards him, causing me to slide to the edge of the desk. His erection pressed against my center. "What the fuck do you want from me?" he asked, his voice thick with frustration. "I give you my heart. All my love. I don’t cheat on you. I give you all the things money can buy. I fuck you and give you more pleasure than you’ve ever known." He roughly pulled the hem of my gown up around my waist. His long fingers teased my sex through my panties. "And yet, you still want more."
My head involuntarily lolled back. The tank undershirt he wore stretched across his muscles, and I dug my nails into his shoulders. Desire pooled between my thighs as he massaged my clit through my panties. It was pure ecstasy and unrelenting torture. The heat from his tongue skimming up the column of my throat caused a moan to escape from my lips. Conner cradled my face firmly in his hands and ran his tongue along the seams of my lips before parting my mouth for a kiss. I kissed him fiercely, even as I silently cried, with tears running down my cheeks. He tasted of bourbon, his lips and tongue hot and erotic, his kiss desperate.
Conner broke our kiss when I should have been the one to. But he knew he was in control. He always had been, really. His fingers threaded through my hair and tugged my head back forcefully. I was shameless and dizzy with arousal as he grazed his lips against my ear. "I can’t give you any more of me." His voice vibrated against the shell of my ear. "Fucking take it or leave it. This is it," he said, causing my body to shutter and my heart to plummet.
Releasing my hair and removing his hand from my aching center, Conner reached around me and grabbed the bottle of bourbon. I watched him intently as he took a few hefty gulps. "I can’t do this anymore," I said, barely above a whisper. I pushed away from him and off the desk. His eyes pierced into me, and I thought I saw a slight shutter in them before it was gone.
I headed toward the door, my world cracking with every step I took and with every second that he didn’t respond.
"Didn’t think you could," he finally said. "You’re too good for me anyway," was the last thing I heard him mutter as I hurried down the hall to gather my things.




Chapter 20
THE WORLD SEEMED DIFFERENT, odd even, without the assurance in knowing that Conner was mine. Day in and day out, I functioned on autopilot. I went through the motions of being polite, agreeable, and sociable.  I wore a smile on my face during most times, even when all I wanted to do was curl into a ball under my covers and cry myself to sleep.
"Novalee, hi. How are you?" Lydia beamed. I stopped by Conner’s office on my way to school.
"I’m good, thanks," I lied.
Just in case I ran into Conner, I made it a point not to look as bad as I felt. I now understood why Conner always took great effort in looking impeccable at all times. The more put together you looked on the outside, the easier to hide the personal hell you were really going through on the inside. I had rummaged through my closet for an hour, trying to find the perfect outfit. I stood in front of the mirror much longer than usual, attempting to perfect the wave and volume of my curls. I even wore more makeup than usual, trying to disguise the bags under my eyes from sleepless nights.
"That dress is to die for. Green is definitely your color," she complimented, referring to the sea-green ruffled summer dress I wore.
"Thank you, Lydia. Hey, can you see to it that Conner gets this? No need to disturb him." I handed her a manila envelope.
She furrowed her brows. "Conner isn’t in today. He’s been out sick all week."
My tight smile remained in place. "Oh, of course." I took the envelope back from her. "Well, never mind then. I’ll be sure he gets it."
"Okay, sounds good. Have a great day, Novalee." She smiled before answering her ringing phone.
I held the jingling envelope against my chest as I descended the top floor and exited out into the street. I slipped my oversized sunglasses on and headed to my car. I hadn’t spoken to Conner in over a week, our last conversation still haunted me. Once in my car, I looked down at the envelope that now rested in the passenger’s seat of my Lexus. It contained my copy of his house keys, the keys to the condo in Chicago, and the information to a safety deposit box that housed millions of dollars’ worth of jewels that he had gifted me throughout our relationship. Except for the pendant necklace. I couldn’t bear to give that up. The Porsche Cayenne Turbo S had already been transported back to his place. I loved that car, but it held too many memories of us christening the back seat.
I drove to the post office in a daze, my mind continually replaying our breakup, as it often did. I knew that I had to walk away. He left me no choice. But why did it have to hurt so damn bad?
WEEK FOUR POST BREAK up. Four weeks of loneliness and misery. The only communication from Conner had been through text messages, a lot of drunk text messages. Text messages that stole my peace, trampled my heart, racked my brain, and threatened my sanity.
Conner, 9/4, 1am
I miss you
Conner, 9/4, 5:42am
I can’t sleep. I can’t eat. I can’t breathe without you.
Conner, 9/5, 2:15am
You were too good for me. 
Conner, 9/5, 3:00am
Watching you walk out that door gutted me, but it was what I deserved.
Conner, 9/5, 4:02am
I’m so drunk right now. I just want to be numb.
Conner, 9/5, 10:02am
Answer your phone. I need to hear your voice. Please, angel.
Conner, 9/6, 12:47am
What th fuckk, Novalee? Answer the FUCKING PHONE. Is someone
Conner, 9/6, 12:47am
Is someone there with you?? I swear to fuckiing Godif Marcus iss there wi
Conner, 9/6, 12:48am
With you, I will fucking kill him. I’ve called you 15. No
Conner, 9/6. 12:48am
17 fucking times!
Conner, 9/6, 7:01am
I wish I never fucking met you. Then I wouldn’t want to rip my fucking heart out.
Conner, 9/6, 10:08am
How many bottles will it take to forget about you? 2? 3?
Fuck it. I guess I’ll find out
Conner, 9/6, 11:03am
What the fuck do I pay him for??? He won’t drive me to your place. And I’mm to fucked up to
Conner, 9/6. 11:03am
drive myself. ANSWWER YOUR FFUCKING PHONEEE ioedjjiokl
Conner, 9/6, 2:03pm
2 bottles... Still in my head. Fuckkk it. I’mm done.
Novalee, 9/6, 2:03pm (to Quentin)
I’m worried about Conner. Can you check on him?  I’m calling you now.
Quentin, 9/6, 2:10pm
Just got your message. I’m on my way to his place now.
Novalee, 9/6, 2:11pm (to Quentin)
Thank you. I called Colin. He found Conner passed out drunk. He really needs a friend right now. It just can’t be me. I hope you understand. Please let me know how he’s doing.
Quentin, 9/6, 2:11pm
I understand and agree. I’m calling you now…
Conner, 9/8, 9pm
I’m so fucking sorry, angel. Please forgive me.
Conner, 9/10, 3:12am
I’ll love you forever
With each passing day, the tears slowly subsided, and the text messages from Conner ceased. But my worry…it intensified tenfold. I wondered how he was really doing.  Especially at night, when it was quiet, and he was left alone with only his thoughts. Was he okay? Was he safe? Was he alone? Was he sober?  
School and work served as two distractions, forcing me to climb out of bed every day to face the land of the living. In the evening before bed, I occupied myself with mind-numbing tasks, like cleaning my apartment or peeling the nail polish off my fingernails. 
My new followers on social media, who had only taken an interest in me when I became Conner’s girlfriend, now despised me. People went nuts over the infamous kissing photo of Amy and me.  I was labeled as a cheating gold digger. Conner was way out of my league, they said. How dare I partake in a lesbian affair with my best friend behind his back. Many speculated that it was a threesome affair that had gone wrong. I swear I can’t make this stuff up.
Once pictures of me sporting a noticeable baby bump came out, the bloggers went crazy. Helena had tagged me in a photograph of us posing together at her birthday party. I was wearing a form-fitting cocktail dress, my noticeable bump on full display. A plethora of comments and questions followed. Was Conner the father?  Was Andre Johnston the father? Andre had recently hit the like button on a few of my photos, so people began to speculate. Never mind the fact that I hadn’t spoken to Andre in years, and he was now dating an uber-famous R&B singer. Conner, on the other hand, was labeled a reformed playboy who fell for the wrong girl. Go figure, right?
Instead of shutting down my social media accounts like I’d done in the past, I ignored the haters and continued to live my life unapologetically.  I did, however, disable the comment feature on all my social media accounts and unfollowed Conner. It was torture, seeing the swarms of women throwing themselves at him, hoping to be his rebound chick. The last thing I wanted to do was have a front-row seat to that debauchery. I could only imagine all the women who wanted to get a taste of the newly single, sexy-as-sin billionaire who made girls’ panties cream with just one look from him. Maybe they’d already had a taste. That thought kept me up at night. 
∞∞∞
 
"DAMN IT!" I TURNED the key in the ignition again, only to hear a clicking sound. I rested my head against the steering wheel. This couldn’t have happened at a more inconvenient time. I was going to be late for my sonogram appointment. After calling my dad, I fired off a text message to Conner. Grabbing my things, I headed back into the boutique and waited on my ride.
"He’s here," Skylar announced, peeking into the break room and grinning like a Cheshire cat.
"Thanks, Sky. I’ll be out in a sec."
She pushed her glasses up her nose. "He’s really hot, but kind of scary. He looks really pissed," she said in a hushed tone.
Poking my head out of the door, I caught a glimpse of Conner. A few of our female customers lingered nearby, stealing glances of him as they pretended to skim through various spools fabrics. Conner seemed oblivious to their attention as he focused on his phone. His usual scowl was in place, and it seemed to be a bit more hardened. "He always looks like that," I shrugged.
Pushing her glasses up on her nose again, a nervous twitch of Skylar’s, she cleared her throat. "Well, I better get back to the register."
"Okay, Sky. I’ll be right there." I fluffed my hair and smoothed my hands down my mini dashiki dress. I closed my eyes and inhaled and exhaled deeply. I steadied my nerves by rubbing my round belly. Here goes nothing.
Conner didn’t notice me at first, to absorbed in typing on his phone. This gave me a moment to stare at him unnoticed. He looked ridiculously sexy and flawless in a Brioni charcoal gray pinstripe suit.  Skylar looked up from the register, her sky-blue eyes landing on a formidable Conner. Her butterscotch cheeks flushed a rose pink. "See you tomorrow, Novalee," she piped. Conner looked up from his phone at the sound of my name.
"See you later, Sky," I said to her while my eyes were glued on my ex.
Conner's five o’clock shadow begged to be touched. And if he were still mine, I would have, before running my fingers through his silky mane and kissing him madly.
"Hey." He approached me and reluctantly embraced me like we were casual acquaintances and not past lovers and soon to be parents. "You look beautiful, as always," he said, before lightly brushing his fingers across my expanded belly. Conner’s eyes scanned over me as if he were cataloging my features into memory. I fidgeted under his fiery gaze. And then the spell was broken. His eyes were suddenly frosty. "You ready?" he asked as he impatiently looked down at his Rolex.
"Yep. All set." I looked away and adjusted my purse strap on my shoulder.
There was awkwardness between us on the car ride.  I sightlessly stared out of the window. "I’ll see to it that your car is taken care of," Conner finally said.
"No need. I already called my dad. He’s going to take care of it." Conner wordlessly nodded. "Happy belated birthday, by the way." His birthday was a week ago.
"Thank you."
"Did you do anything special?" I looked over at him expectantly.
"No," he said after a beat, as he looked straight ahead. "I slept through most of it." I silently wondered if a bottle of bourbon was involved.
∞∞∞
 
WE SAT IN CONNER’S parked car, both staring ahead and seemingly lost in our own thoughts. "I’m sorry," he finally said. I felt his eyes on me and looked over to meet his stare. "You didn’t deserve all the ridicule from the blogs and on social media."
I shrugged. "Someone had to be painted as the villain. According to naysayers, our relationship had an expiration date from the start. This town loves your family. I was always the outsider in their eyes."
"They don’t love my family. They only fear us. My family is far from perfect. You have no idea."
"Someone once told me not to care about what people think of me. It’s quite liberating. Having zero fucks to give." I smiled faintly.
"Whoever told you that sounds like a real douche," he smirked.
"Well…." I lightly teased.
After a few beats, he said, "I’m sorry for the shitty comment I made about having a threesome with Amy. It was tasteless and disrespectful. I didn’t mean any of it."
I still felt the aftershocks from that conversation. I turned my head from him and stared out of my side window. Blinking back tears, I said, "I appreciate it. Apology accepted."
"I’m sorry I let you down, angel."
Angel. I squeezed my eyes shut at his affectionate nickname for me. I felt his fingertips brush my hand before lacing his fingers with mine. My fingers remained limp in his grasp. "I hope that one day, I can be the man you need. The man that you deserve. A man that’s worthy of you."
Conner was the man that I needed and the only man that I’d ever truly loved down to my soul. Why didn’t he see that? "I guess we better head in," I said forlornly.
"Let’s," he said on a sigh, before reluctantly releasing my hand.
∞∞∞
 
 WERE ABLE TO see clear images of our babies. Conner and I both watched the screen in awe, our babies stretching and sucking their tiny fists. "Thank you," Conner said before kissing my forehead.  I squeezed his hand, a bevy of emotions swarming around inside of my chest and head. We both agreed to wait until the gender reveal party to find out the genders.  The sonographer sealed the results in an envelope for me to give to my party planner.
After the appointment, I asked Conner to drop me off at my parents’ house. Helena was out of town for a medical conference, but my dad and I had plans to hang out. My dad lived about thirty miles from downtown, and it wasn’t lost on me that Conner drove the longest route to get there, extending our time together. "Things better with your father?" he asked as he drove down the secluded road surrounded by tall willow trees.
"Actually, yes. He’s really excited about becoming a granddad."
"I’m glad to hear it," he said like he genuinely meant it. "Still hate my guts?"
"Well…Let’s just say, there won’t be any sharp utensils around at the gender reveal party."
He laughed heartily. God, I missed that sound. "This should be interesting."
"Are your parents coming?" I looked over at him. His laughter died down and was replaced with a somber expression.
"I don’t think so. Father will be out of town."
"And your mother?"
He shook his head.  "She’s not going to be in our children’s lives."
I studied him. "May I ask why?" He gripped the steering wheel until his knuckles turned white. "Does this have to do with her disdain for me?"
"No."
"Then, why?" I waited for him to say more but soon realized the conversation was over when he remained silent.
He pulled up into my parents’ driveway and turned off the ignition. "We always end up here, don’t we? Me wanting more and you shutting me out."
"There’s so much you don’t understand, angel. Things I just can’t tell you right now."
"You know what? Don’t worry about it," I said dishearteningly. I was tired of going around in circles with him. "I’ll see you at the gender reveal. Take care of yourself, Conner."
I reached for the door handle, and he reached out and clasped my hand. "Wait."
I looked up at him and halted. Still foolish enough to have hope.
The pain on his face nearly cracked me in two.  After a few moments pause, he said, "I’ll walk you."
I wordlessly nodded and waited for him to round the car and open my door. It wasn’t an easy feat for me, getting out of his low positioned Corvette with a stomach the size of a watermelon. I appreciated his help.
Conner walked beside me up the cobblestone walkway. His hands were in his pockets. My arms were folded over my chest as if I was literally shielding my heart. Once at the threshold, he turned to face me. With our eyes focused on each other’s, he stroked the side of my face with his hand. "Don’t give up on me, angel."
"You have to deal with your shit. Until then, you and I have nothing to talk about other than our babies."
He looked down, dejected, his shoulders slumped. "You’re right." He removed his hand from my face but wrapped an arm around me and pulled me close. "I will…I am. I promise," he said, before brushing his lips against my forehead. I closed my eyes, relishing in the familiarity of his touch.
The front door abruptly opened, and my father appeared. Conner hesitantly backed up from me and stood rod straight as he looked my father in the eye. "Mr. Dumont," he said, with a curt nod.
Dad extended a curt nod in return before looking at me. "Everything okay, Freckles?"
"Yeah, daddy. Give us a minute, will you?" My dad’s jaw ticked as he looked from me to Conner. I raised an eyebrow at my dad and waited for him to retreat into the house. Instead, he folded his arms over his chest and leaned against the door frame.
I rolled my eyes before looking back at Conner. Conner continued to make eye contact with my dad for a few more beats before looking back down at me. He scrubbed the side of his face with the palm of his hand. "I’d better go. I’ll call you tomorrow. Maybe we can grab some lunch sometime next week. We can talk. About the babies, of course."
Real smooth Conner. That "talk" could happen over the phone, but I bit my tongue for two reasons. Number one, as much of a hard ass as I was trying to be, I missed him terribly and wanted nothing more than to spend time with him. Number two, I wanted to end this conversation quickly under the annoying and watchful eye of my dad. Looks like my dad and I were going to have another long discussion about boundaries. "Okay, that might work. I’ll check my schedule and let you know."
"You do that," he said, a small smile curving on his lips. "Mr. Dumont. Always a pleasure," Conner said sarcastically with a dry chuckle, before turning and walking back to his car.
"Good Lord, daddy. You need to chillax." I strolled past him in the foyer. I headed towards the kitchen, the smell of creole shrimp and grits wafting through my nostrils, causing my stomach to growl.
"Chillax?  Good Lord is right," he quipped, fixing us both to heaping bowls of one of his many signature dishes.
The food was delicious and plentiful, and our communication was lighthearted as we watched ESPN. We didn’t talk about Conner. We didn’t talk about Keisha. We didn’t talk about school and my "spontaneous and questionable" decisions as of late. We simply hung out. I was sure those days would come when he’d offer fatherly advice. But today wasn’t one of those days. I simply wanted his company, and he obliged. We were slowly building the father-daughter relationship that I’d always wanted.




Chapter 21
THE TUTUS OR TIES gender reveal party went off without a hitch. My parents’ expansive backyard was transformed into an oasis of blue, yellow, and pink flowers. White tables and chairs were scattered about, each adorning their own floral arrangements. Ice sculptures and lily pad fountains added to the opulent décor.  Servers dressed in white button-down shirts and black neckties offered trays of food and drinks to our nearly four dozen guests. A live jazz band provided the entertainment on a portable stage.
To the unknowing eye, Conner and I looked like a happy couple. Whenever we were together, his arm rarely left my waist. His lips would often brush across my forehead, or his hand would graze my cheek. He’d affectionately rub my round belly and would lace our hands together when introducing me to his guests. When my curls would blow in my face, he would tenderly tuck the strands behind my ear. Caught up in the bliss of it all, I greedily accepted his affection, knowing that it was only temporary. When I thought about the reality of our current relationship, depression hovered nearby.
Since our sonogram appointment, Conner had begun to slowly insert himself back into my life as the doting father-to-be. Our relationship remained strictly platonic, all traces of what we once shared lost in the wind. I worried about him constantly, and I missed him terribly. It was difficult to be around him and not be with him. But he was no longer mine, and I was no longer his. We shared an exclusive connection through our unborn twins that would forever link us together, but at some point, we would both be expected to move on.  He would find someone who was more amenable, who would accept the few parts of him that he was willing to give. I would find someone who was kind and safe, who would be willing to give me all of him. The irony was, I would never be capable of giving another man all my heart. That would always belong to Conner.
When it was time for the gender reveal, Conner and I stood in front of the smiling crowd, both holding a popper. The countdown began. Three, two, one! The popper strings were pulled by everyone in attendance, followed by blue confetti catapulting high into the sky. Fountains, which were situated on the outskirts of the party space, simultaneously sprayed blue lit water from their spouts. An eruption of screams, whistles, and applause echoed throughout the party. I squealed in delight, and Conner beamed a bright smile that didn’t reach his eyes.
∞∞∞
 
I RECLINED IN THE PASSENGER seat of Conner’s car and was lulled to sleep almost instantly.  The heat of his hand against my cheek stirred me awake. "We’re home," he said, the deep timbre of his voice coaxing me.
In my haze, I leaned into his hand. I blinked a few times and focused on his green irises as they bore into me. I was practically spellbound, as I studied the dilation of his eyes, the gray in them deepening.  I didn’t move an inch, not with him so close to me. Not with the way his hand cradled my cheek. Not with the way his lips were but a breath away from mine. Not with the way his eyes skimmed to my lips momentarily. My heart stuttered in my chest, and I knew that if he leaned over to kiss me, I wouldn’t pull away. But where would that leave us?  Absolutely nothing had been resolved.
I broke away from our connection first. With a slight turn of my head, I moved out of his grasp and immediately mourned the loss of his touch. "Thanks for the ride," I said, as I adjusted my seat into the upright position. 
Something close to dejection flickered in his eyes for a moment, then it was gone. "I’ll walk you up."
We rode the elevator in silence, both standing a few feet apart from one another.  I locked my eyes on the display numbers above, while I twirled a curly lock of hair around my finger. Conner leaned casually against the back wall with his hands in his pockets; his eyes also focused on the display numbers.
"You and my dad. Where did you two run off to?" Towards the end of the party, I saw my dad lead Conner back to the house alone. They were gone for quite some time.
"He wanted to discuss a few things with me in private."
"What things?"
"My intentions," he said nonchalantly as he looked over at me.
The elevator doors opened, and we exited together. His hand was on the small of my back, its heat branding me.
I arched an eyebrow at Conner, beckoning him to continue. "He made it very clear where I could shove said intentions," he said, a smirk curving his lips.
We approached my door.  Intentions, huh? I wasn’t thrilled over the fact that they were discussing Conner’s intentions, especially when I wasn’t privy to said
intentions.
The look on my face must have clued Conner in. He moved to stand in front of me, and I tipped my head back to look up at him. He studied my face, his eyes probing. "I’m not giving up on us."
I gave a minute shake of my head. I still had hope for us, but I needed to see some changes before I went back to him. "Conner…" I said, my voice conveying my exasperation and uncertainty.
Conner pulled me closer to him and wrapped his arms around me. Resting his chin on top of my head, he said, "I’m working through my demons."
"I just want you to be okay." I want us to be okay. I don’t want to be a distraction for you in your journey to healing. Those words were stuck in my throat.
"I’m managing, but I won’t be okay until I have you back. Until I can give you all that you need and deserve."
"What is it that you think I need?"  It was easier to have this conversation in our current stance, my cheek against his chest, his chin atop my head.
"All of me," he simply said, the sadness in his voice apparent. It felt so good being this close. Listening to his heartbeat. Breathing him in. "I understand why you left me. I pushed you away. It damn near destroyed me, losing you. But it’s what needed to happen, for me to get my shit together."
"I don’t know what’s going on with you, Conner. But I’ve lived through enough trauma and pain to recognize it in someone else." I could feel his tense body radiating against mine. His energy literally drained me, as if our pain and trauma were connected. "Conner…we’re broken. Both of us. I once thought that if we put our broken pieces together, we could make each other whole. But…" I trailed off.
"But we can’t. It’s not enough," he ruefully said. A few beats passed. "Look…I…uh...I better go." He placed a gentle kiss on my forehead. "Is it okay if I come back later? I’m not quite ready to say goodnight yet. My meeting should take about an hour. I can be back in two."
"A meeting? Work?" It was nearly 8 o’clock.
He shook his head. "No, not work." He hesitated. "AA."
I couldn’t help the splitting smile on my face. "That’s great, Conner."
He gave a faint smile. "I promised my sponsor, Jim, that I’d meet him there." Jim. I knew that name. Conner had introduced me to Jim at the gender reveal party. Jim was a forty-something year old man with an easy smile, a neck tattoo, and warm eyes. I liked him immediately.
"Do you still have your spare key?"
His features slightly relaxed.  "I do."
"Good," I smiled. "Then, I’ll see you later."  I stood on my tippy toes and kissed his cheek. "Bye, Conner."
"Bye, angel," he said, his lips curving into one of his rare panty-dropping smiles.
∞∞∞
 
A FEW HOURS LATER, I was awakened by the feel of strong arms banded around me. "Shhh, it’s okay. It’s me." Conner’s voice soothed me, and I nuzzled my face into the crook of his neck. Even in my slightly disoriented and sleepy state, I could feel him lifting me from the couch and carrying me to bed. In my underwear. Oops. I discarded my dress long ago and had planned to change into some pajamas before Conner arrived. I fell asleep before I mustered up the energy to change my clothes.
I tightened my arms around Conner’s neck. "I’m heavy," I said through a sleepy fog.
He lightly chucked. "Hardly." He tugged the covers back with one hand and gently placed me between the cool sheets.
"What time is it?" I asked as I turned towards him. He sat on the edge of the bed.
"A quarter after 10." He smoothed my curls out of my face and brushed his knuckles along my cheek. "You’re so fucking beautiful."
"Thanks, but you have to say that. I’m growing your seeds," I joshed while yawning. 
"Indeed, you are. And I must admit, that’s hot as hell." He placed a kiss to my nose before brushing his fingers along my freckles. "Go back to sleep. I’ll go. We can hang out tomorrow."
"Don’t go," I said a little too eagerly. "I mean, you can stay. If you want," I coolly said with a slight shrug of my shoulder.
A small smile flitted across his lips. "I’m pretty beat actually. You mind if I crash on your couch?"
"Yeah, sure. Or…you can sleep in here. This bed is big enough for both of us." My blinks were becoming slower from fatigue, and I focused on Conner’s luminous green eyes that practically glowed in the darkened bedroom.
"Cool." He brushed his thumb across my bottom lip before standing up and pulling his shirt over his head. "Try not to seduce me. My morals are shit."
I smiled and tugged my bottom lip between my teeth. Conner undressed down to his boxer briefs. Even in the darkened room, I could see the hard planes of his sculpted body.  Thank goodness it was too dark for him to see me blushing. I cleared my throat and turned away from him. I soon felt a slight dip in the mattress, then felt the heat and hardness of his body as he pressed against my back and draped an arm around my waist.
"Goodnight, angel," he said before resting his palm on my extended belly.
"Goodnight, Conner." I laced my fingers through his and drifted off to sleep.
My full bladder woke me up in the morning. A long muscular arm was strewn across me, Conner’s large hand still splayed across my bare belly. His breath lightly tickled my neck as he snored softly. I managed to turn and face him without disturbing him from his slumber. Conner looked like a fallen angel. His bed hair was an unruly mass of silky strands that I was tempted to run my fingers through. His bare chest rose and fell with each breath. The contours of his face were relaxed, and he looked so peaceful. The dark stubble on his jaw looked both scratchy and soft. My eyes trailed lower to his morning wood, in all its glory. I felt like a creeper, staring at him unabashedly while he slept. I couldn’t resist, however, having this unobstructed and uninterrupted view of him.
Still in a deep sleep, he fitfully turned onto his back, one hand now splayed across his stomach, and the other up above his head. I bit my lip, as I got an eyeful of his body. The sheets were now tangled around his lower waist, exposing his delicious V muscle that led to his happy trail. As much as I wanted to stay and ogle him, duty called. I had to pee, like five minutes ago. Careful not to wake him, I climbed out of bed and made my way to the bathroom.
After washing my hands and brushing my teeth, I climbed back in bed and snuggled against Conner, curving my body to the side of his. I rested a hand along the ridges of his defined abdomen and draped a leg on top of his muscular thigh. He stirred slightly in his sleep and dragged an arm around my waist, pulling me even closer to his side. I rested my head on his carved chest and felt him nuzzle his face into my large mop of curls. His light snoring resumed, and I fell back into a deep slumber, feeling hopeful and at peace.




Chapter 22
FULL CIRCLE. CONNER AND I sat down for lunch at the country club where we first met. Typically, country clubs were not my scene, as my parents were members of a similar one, but Conner swore by their veggie burgers. I was twenty-seven weeks into my pregnancy, and the smell, texture, and taste of meat made me nauseous.
"Good, right?" Conner smiled easily before taking a swallow of his mineral water.
"The best. Thank you," I beamed, before finishing my fries. "You are the real MVP for recommending this place."
Our waiter approached our table, and Conner settled the check. "I need to go to the ladies’ room before we head out," I said, dabbing the corners of my mouth with my cloth napkin. "Why don’t you get the car from valet and I’ll meet you out front."
"Sounds good," he said, as he stood and pulled my chair out for me. After planting a gentle kiss to my forehead, we headed in separate directions.
∞∞∞
 
I EXITED THE RESTROOM and came to a standstill at the sight of Martina Brathwaite. Mrs. Brathwaite was dressed in tennis garb, sporting a small white pleated tennis shirt and a white polo. Her long dark hair was pulled back into a sleek ponytail. When she noticed me, her piercing blue eyes narrowed. Her lips thinned into as much of a frown as her Botox would allow. As I approached her, my smile became forced as she eyed me with a lethal cold stare that only she and her son could pull off.
"Hello, Mrs. Brathwaite, ma’am."
"Novalee," she curtly said, her inspective stare eyeing my orange Jimmy Choo heels and my periwinkle sheath dress that hugged my curves and accentuated my pregnant belly.
"What a pleasant surprise." Okay, maybe I lied about the pleasant part, but manners were instilled in me by my parents. I had a feeling, however, that Mrs. Brathwaite was about to test my southern hospitality.
"Indeed, it is. I didn’t know you were a member here." There was skepticism in her tone, and a smirk played across her lips. 
"Actually, I’m not. Not really my scene." I nonchalantly shrugged a shoulder and ran my hand through my curls, which were on point today, by the way. Pregnancy hormones were doing wonders for my hair. "I’m here with Conner," I said and smiled sweetly.
"Having lunch with your ex? Hmm. That break up must have been devasting for you." She feigned compassion. "What happened, Novalee? Did the real baby daddy come forward?"
Oh no this bitch didn’t. I smiled easily and turned on my nice-nasty. "Oh, okay. We’re really doing this, huh?" My voice was sweet like honey, and I chuckled as though I was amused and unfazed. I refused to let her ruffle my feathers and get an emotional rise out of me, but I also refused to be a pushover. "You’re proudly wearing your bitchy today. Good for you." I mockingly clapped twice, to which her nostrils flared. "I’m not going to dignify you with a response to your ignorant question. And not that it’s any of your business, since…you know, you and Conner are barely on speaking terms," I pouted and feigned sympathy. "But Conner and I are good. Never better. Now, if you’d excuse me. I’m so over this conversation." I give her a wink before turning away, only to be stopped by her sudden grip around my arm.
"You're not special. My son will see you for the gold-digging piece of trash that you are," she hissed.
I yanked my arm out of her hand. "Let’s get some things straight. One. Don’t you ever put your hands on me," I warned as I invaded her personal space by stepping closer. I was red hot with anger. Her hand around my arm triggered something in me that up until this moment, only Keisha was able to elicit.  "Two. Please don’t mistake me for someone who gives a damn about you not liking me. Trust me. I’m not losing any sleep."  
Mrs. Brathwaite’s olive skin turned a molten red as she glared at me. "He’s my son. Mine," she seethed in a somewhat hushed tone. "You, like all those other sluts, think you can just spread your legs take him away from me."
I was getting weird Jocasta complex vibes here. Creepy. "Get a grip. Seriously. No one is trying to take your son away from you. You’re doing that all by yourself." Luckily, there were no bystanders around who were privy to our heated exchange. Many were too busy looking down at their phones to notice our interaction. Which was for the best, because I had no doubt that a side would be picked, and I would be seen as the aggressor. I was the outsider.  
Unflattering images of me already had people talking. A video of my fight outside of the Chicago restaurant with Conner had circulated. The unappealing video showed me cursing and flipping off paparazzi as they flashed their cameras in my face. There was also a cringe-worthy photo from that same night of me in my drunken state, spreading my legs haphazardly as I got into the car. Zoomed in pictures of my bare lady bits were on full display for everyone to see. And let’s not forget about the infamous kissing photo with Amy. Although all the aforementioned pictures and videos were scrubbed from the internet within twenty-four hours of them being uploaded, the damage to my reputation was done. Ice queen or not, Mrs. Brathwaite was practically royalty in this town. The last thing I needed was a photo of me shouting in the face of the Billionaire heiress, Martina Brathwaite. "Stop focusing on me and learn how to be a fucking mother to your son." The words tumbled out of my mouth with no regret.
Before I had time to register it, Mrs. Brathwaite’s open palm slapped me hard across my face. On autopilot and not even a split second later, I swung my open palm toward her face and struck her with enough force that made her head snap to the side. Conner picked that exact moment to appear in the corridor. A bright flash in my peripheral vision alerted me to the unfortunate fact that Scandalous Image #4 had just been captured.
"What the fuck is going on here?" Conner stalked towards us.
I faced Conner as Mrs. Brathwaite’s back was to him. At the sound of his voice, she smirked at me before turning to face Conner. As expected, and on cue, she began to cry as she cradled her cheek with both hands. I squeezed my eyes shut and exhaled deeply before schooling my features. He just watched me bitch-slapped his mother.
And now there is a photo of me bitch-slapping his mother.
"Conner," Mrs. Brathwaite whimpered as she stepped to him. "She slapped me! You saw her! She’s classless and ghetto!" Mrs. Brathwaite had that whole damsel in distress act down pat.
"Ma’am, we’re going to have to ask you to leave."  A middle-aged man with a management tag on, dressed in a blue blazer and white polo, had approached us and directed his comment to me.
"Fuck off," Conner barked at him. "Are you alright?" he asked me tenderly, searching my eyes with concerned etched on his face.
I smiled faintly and nodded.
"I’ll handle this, Tom." Conner clasped my jaw and turned my head sideways to inspect the redness that I was sure was imprinted on my fair skin. The murderous scowl on Conner’s face that followed was even more lethal than his mother’s. The 2.0 version.
"Thank you, Mr. Brathwaite, sir. I didn’t know she was with you. Perhaps you could take this conversation somewhere more private? I’d really appreciate it, sir." Tom gestured to a nearby door.
Conner gave a curt nod before taking Mrs. Brathwaite by the arm and forcefully leading her to the gestured door. He none to gently jostled her inside. I followed closely behind. We were in what appeared to be Tom’s office. He gently closed the door behind us.
"Cut the shit, Martina." Disgust was evident in Conner’s tone, and by the way he looked at her.
Mrs. Brathwaite immediately went from a distraught victim to an enraged ice queen in seconds flat. "Don’t be stupid, Conner. She’s only using you for your billions. Who’s to say they’re even yours." She gestured to my belly.
I bit the inside of my cheek until it hurt to keep from calling her every name but a child of God. "You fucking bitch," Conner seethed at her. "Stay the fuck away from my family." I grab Conner’s hand, partly to offer support and partly to calm his increasing rage.
"I’m your family. Not her." She jammed her manicured finger into his chest. "I taught you better than this."
His eyes were cold and lethal as he looked down at the woman who gave birth to him as if she were dog shit. "You taught me a lot of things, Mother, for which none of those things you should be proud of."
Her eyes cut to me guiltily. I looked from mother to son. Her icy blue eyes narrowed and locked in on his cold green ones. They were carbon copies of one another. Their physical resemblance to their sheer viciousness was stifling in the small office. Things were left unsaid as they glared at each other. Tension, rage, and dysfunction suffocated me, and I barely breathed as I watched the horrific scene unfold.
"You still blame me for Colton," Mrs. Brathwaite finally said as real tears trailed down her face.
I gently nudged him. "Conner, let’s go, baby," I quietly said. His eyes didn’t waver from hers, and though he didn’t acknowledge me, his hand firmly held mine. I felt invisible as they both tuned me out, which was probably for the best. I suddenly felt like I was an intruder who shouldn’t have been present for this tragic moment between mother and son.
"I lost two sons the day Colton died," she croaked, barely above a whisper. She reached out to touch Conner’s cheek, resulting in him jerking his head away from her.
She attempted another connection by placing her open palm on his chest, which in turn, Conner instinctively took a step back and squeezed my hand to the point of pain.  I audibly winced as my knuckles cracked, which seemed to snap them both back into the reality that I was present. Conner immediately loosened his grip on my hand. Mrs. Brathwaite looked at me, her face pale, her eyes pleading.
"Conner, let’s go." I moved to stand in front of him. I had a strong desire to shield his body from his mother. I felt wetness on my cheeks. "Conner," I repeated.
Conner looked down at me and nodded. His eyes were as bottomless as the ocean, harboring so much pain. I had to look away before I broke down in tears while beating the shit out of Mrs. Brathwaite, pregnant and all.
"Conner," Mrs. Brathwaite said on a sob. I wanted to scratch her eyes out for the damage she did to her son. For being responsible for the brokenness in his life.
Conner looked beyond me at his mother and spoke with a somber finality. "I don’t ever want to see you again." Conner’s eyes were dead, and his face was grim. I looked back at a sobbing pitiful woman. Her shoulders shook as she wrapped her arms around herself. Conner and I laced our fingers together and walked away, not bothering to close the door behind us.
∞∞∞
 
I LEANED BACK AGAINST
Conner’s chest as we sat horizontally across the sofa. His long legs were entwined with mine. One of his hands rested on my belly while the other leisurely threaded through my hair. There were no words exchanged during the car ride home, and now we watched television absentmindedly. The sounds of The Office sitcom faded into the background, and we both seemed to be in deep thought and not concentrating on the funny antics of Michael Scott. I reached my arm back and scraped my nails along the short silky hairs on the nape of Conner’s neck. He planted a kiss to my shoulder blade.
"We need to talk," he said gravely.
I turned my head to look up at him. I nodded before I responded. "Okay."
The buzzing of Conner’s phone sliced through the tension in the air like a yielding knife. The phone screen displayed his publicist’s name. Calls from his publicist at this late of an hour were never a good sign. "I need to take this."
I attempted to get up from the couch, but Conner tightened his arm around me. I snuggled back comfortably against his chest.
"Conner," he answered, his voice clipped. There was a pause. "It’s trending?" Another pause. I turned off the television. Conner took the phone from his ear and held it out for us both to see. A video clip had been sent to him. We watched the five-second clip of me slapping Mrs. Brathwaite across the face.
"Oh, my God," I said as I palmed my face. 
Conner cradled the phone back up to his ear. "Take care of it. I don’t want this shit out there," he barked. Another pause. "Novalee’s been raked through the coals enough by the media." Another pause. "What the fuck do I pay for? Call Chlo from IT and make sure she scrubs it clean. I don’t want to see this goddamn video anywhere. Am I clear?" Another pause. "Let me know when it’s done." Conner disconnected the call.
I leaned my head back against him. "I’m so sorry, Conner. I know how bad this looks for you. When she hit me, I lost it."
"Are you kidding me? I don’t give a fuck about how it looks for me." He turned my head towards him with two fingers under my chin. "My only concern is you. This video will go away."
"I appreciate it. I really do. But you can’t always be my knight and shining armor, coming to the rescue every time something unflattering about me is said or shown."
"The hell I can’t. I got you," he said, his sharp eyes boring into mine. I nodded and snuggled against his chest allowing him to hold me tight. He felt and smelled so good. It had been over two months since I last felt him inside of me, yet the connection we shared, especially as of late, seemed to only intensify. "I love you, angel."
"I love you too."
We resituated on the sofa, now both lying down, Conner spooning me from behind. He was propped up on his elbow. His lips brushed along the sensitive spot behind my ear.
"I was 17 when my brother committed suicide. It was my fault. I failed him."
I turned to face him, which wasn’t an easy feat with my belly between us. I propped up on my elbow, as well. I willed myself not to blink, in fear that the tears would freefall. Conner’s face was expressionless. If not for his weary eyes, one would have thought that he was discussing the weather or what he ate for dinner last night. It would have been odd if I hadn’t known that Conner was an expert at suppressing his emotions. When his survival mode kicked in, he knew how to effectively clink his psychological body armor into place.
I knew the last thing he wanted or needed was my pity or my tears, though the latter would be a challenge. I cleared my throat before calmly asking, "Why do you think you failed him?"
Conner didn’t answer right away. Instead, he moved to lie flat on his back, tucking an arm behind his head. I snuggled against his side and placed my hand over his, which rested on his abdomen. Staring up at the ceiling, he replied, "I should have done more to protect him. He had it way worse than I did." I watched him intently, but his gaze remained fixed on the ceiling. I watched the column of his throat. His Adam's apple moved up and down as he visibly swallowed. "He was her favorite."
"Conn—," I began with a shaky voice, before trying again. "Conner," I repeated. He was here with me, but he wasn’t here with me. His mind was elsewhere. He squeezed his eyes shut for a moment before continuing to stare vacantly at the ceiling. His signature scowl was now in place, the one that I, when first meeting him, attributed to his arrogance, coldness, and indifference. Now, all I saw was self-loathing and torment. My heart shattered into pieces and mingled with the shards of his broken heart.
I threaded my fingers through his and rested my head against his chest. I understood why he wouldn’t look at me. Sometimes, the pain, shame, and guilt were too much and threatened to swallow you whole. There was a paralyzing fear in sharing your secrets, your flaws, and your failures with someone that you loved. Would it forever change the way they looked at you?  
After our confrontation with Martina (she was no longer Mrs. Brathwaite to me), I knew that I wouldn’t push for any details that he wasn’t ready or willing to give. I now knew why his eyes held no life. Why he used bourbon and meaningless sex with nameless blonds to suppress the memories. The curvaceous blonds were the opposite of his rail-thin, tall, supermodel mother with olive skin and long black hair. "You didn’t fail Colton. Your mother failed him. Your father failed him. Failed you both."
Conner’s chest rose and fell from a laborious sigh. "My father doesn’t know. And I can never tell him. You and my therapist are the only people I’ve ever told. And after this conversation, I never want to discuss this with you again. Am I clear?"
I looked up at him, and our eyes briefly met. "Crystal."
"Good ole’ dad was too busy fucking his way through the office to ever really be present at home. The bastard didn’t have a clue. He knew he was a shitty father, but he thought we were left in the hands of a competent mother. A mother who loved her sons and always doted on them. A mother who fired our nanny because she wanted to be a hands-on mother." Conner chuckled dryly.
"Are you comfortable?" he asked, snapping out of his memories. He scooted over a bit, towards the back-seat cushion of the couch and pulled me closer to him.
I looked up at him with a small smile. "I’m okay. This couch is big enough for both of us."  Here he was tending to me while he was on the verge of drowning.
He sat up and scooted his back up against the arm of the couch and pulling me into him to sit between his legs. "Better?" he asked.
"Mmm-hmm." I pressed my back into the ridges of his hard body. He nuzzled his chin into my hair. We were both quiet for a moment. I reached for his hand, brought it up to my lips and kissed it. "You know I love you, right?" I asked. "And there’s nothing you can say right now that will ever change that."
"I know you love me. But I’m about to share the absolute worst of me. I won’t blame you if you don’t want to stick around." I shook my head in protest and disagreement. Tears immediately streaked my cheeks as soon as I closed my eyes and listened to him.
"It didn’t happen overnight. It was gradual. The lines are so blurred that I can’t even say when things became…inappropriate. I should know. What kind of person am I, not to know that?" The pain in his voice gutted me.
I started to speak, but Conner continued in his truth, so I remained quiet. "My father rarely spent his evenings at home. I can still remember being about six or seven and Colton and I begging mother if we could sleep in her bed. It became a nightly thing.
"Father would have dinner with us every night before leaving for the evening to spend the night with his mistress. Mom was always on the verge of tears, consuming more wine than food, and father wouldn’t even lift his head up from the paper. After he was gone for the night, mom would summon us to her room." I brought Conner’s trembling hand up to my lips again and kissed every one of his knuckles before placing his hand back on my belly and entwining our fingers.
"She would give us each these long kisses goodnight before nuzzling us against her breasts. I remember thinking that her kisses were too wet, too long, and taste like bitter grapes. We were eight when she started taking baths with us."
Conner’s body was rigid and tense. I turned my head to look up at him when he didn’t continue. His eyes were shut tightly, and he vehemently shook his head as if trying to shake off dark memories. "We were about ten she started masturbating in front of us. She would liquor us up with bourbon and have us touch her. Things progressed pretty quickly from there and continued to go on until I found my brother hanging with a fucking belt around his neck."  
I turned around entirely and straddled him. I threaded my fingers through his hair and crushed his face to my chest. The wetness from my tears soaked into his hair. "He left me a note. I keep it in my study," he said, his face pressed against my chest.
I held him as close as I could, as close as my belly would allow. "So, there you have it. I’m an alcoholic.  I’m a ruthless, mean bastard. I’ve fucked hundreds of women, most of who I don’t even remember their names. I’m a sick fuck who was literally a motherfucker. And I let my brother die on my watch."
I cradled the sides of Conner’s jaw in the palms of my hands.  I looked him square in the eyes, my vision blurred with my tears. "I’m not going anywhere."
He searched my face. His own face reflected a look of puzzlement. "Why?"
"As cliché as it may sound, we’re soulmates. We’re kindred spirits— you and me. They tried to ruin us, but we’re still here. We may be broken and battered, but our past is just that. Our past. It won’t define us. We won’t let them win. We’ve been given something so special. So rare."
"What’s that?"
"Love. All-consuming, undeniable, unbridled, dizzying, electrifying, blazing love."
"I honestly don’t know what I would do without you."
"Ditto," I said, as I smiled through my tears. I planted a kiss to Conner’s forehead, then to the tip of his nose. The heat from his hands branded my back as he held me tight.
Our sons stretched and fluttered in my belly against Conner’s chest.  His lips twitched with a slight smile. "You’re it for me, you know. You and our sons, and maybe a few kids down the road, are all I’ll ever need."
I flashed Conner a megawatt smile. "Easy there, cowboy." In actuality, I wanted nothing more than to have lots and lots of babies with him.
I raked my nails through his hair, down to his scalp. A low growl erupted from his throat. "I love you so fucking much," he rasped, as he raised his head from my breasts and looked up at me. His otherworldly vivid green eyes bore into me and made my insides turn to mush.
I slowly leaned into him, our lips nearly touching. It had been months since we kissed, and although I wanted to feel his lips and his velvety tongue against mine, I hesitated in making the first move. A lot had happened today, and I wasn’t sure if he was in the right headspace for us to take things to the next level. I got my answer as I felt his groin surge beneath me, and his hand gripped the nape of my neck. Conner pressed his lips against mine in a desperate kiss.
"If you don’t want to take this further, we should stop," he said against my mouth.
I responded by sinking my teeth into his lower lip and tugging it. Then my mouth attacked his, sucking on his tongue and kissing him frantically. I felt the heat of his erection. I knew that it had to be uncomfortable, being restricted behind his boxer briefs and pants. I intended to rectify that, immediately.
"Is it safe?" he managed to ask between kisses.
"Doc said it’s okay," I said as I worked on unbuckling his belt.
Conner hiked my dress up to my waist. His hand found my center. "You’re soaked."
"You see what you do to me?" I grabbed the hem of his shirt and pulled it over his head, revealing his rock-hard chest and washboard abs. My dress and bra followed soon after.
"Bedroom. Now." His voice was hard and authoritative. I was giddy with excitement from his command. I loved it when he bossed me around in the bedroom.
We quickly made it to my room, kissing and running our hands all over each other’s bodies. Conner looked down at me adoringly, as I stood before him wearing only a pair of black boyshort panties. "You’re incredible," he said, causing me to blush under his lustful stare.
I ran my fingers down every ridge of his granite abs, trailing my tongue along his faint chest hairs. He hissed as my tongue licked the flat disc of his nipple. I craved this man. I couldn’t wait any longer. I quickly fumbled with the button and zipper of his pants, biting my bottom lip and focusing on the task at hand. He let out a deep rumble of a chuckle, as I grew frustrated from the few extra seconds it took to unfasten his pants. We reunited in a kiss before I pressed my hands against his chest and shoved him back onto the bed.
"You’re so fucking sexy," he growled, as he scooted back and removed his pants, boxer briefs, and socks, all in one swoop. Watching me through hooded eyes, he lay on his back, slightly raised on his forearms. I creamed in my panties from just feasting my eyes upon him. He looked like a sculpted Greek god, every inch of his tanned skin glistening from the moonlight seeping through my window blinds. His shredded body was perfection. A work of art. His green eyes were fully dilated, almost to a deep slated gray.  His thick, long jutted cock stood at attention.  I took a moment to stare down at the sexiest man I’d ever known.
Grabbing the remote from the edge of my bed, I pressed play to Beyoncé’s 1+1.
"Come here." His masculine voice was low and laced with hunger. I peeled my panties off and started towards him onto the mattress.
My big mass of curls fell into my face and down my shoulders as I crawled to him and straddled his muscle-clad body. I wrapped my arms around his neck, pulling him up for a kiss. Our tongues stroked as we drew love, strength, and acceptance from one another. With every kiss, pieces of our broken hearts were fused together. I kissed him tenderly, gently sucking his bottom lip. His tongue trailed along the seams of my lips before fucking my mouth with his skilled tongue.
Our mouths eventually separated, and our lips were wet and swollen. My head lolled back as he feasted on my overly sensitive nipples. He tugged on a nipple with his teeth, causing moan to erupt from me. I was slick with lust, our exposed centers rubbing and teetering close to penetration.
With his hands, he gently lifted me and lowered me down onto him. We both groaned like wounded animals as we got reacquainted with the feel of each other. After a few seconds of being still and stretching around his size, I pushed him back onto the bed. Conner’s slew of profanity and groans spurred me on, and I splayed my hands on his abs and moved with him inside of me. We both gasped from the intense physical pleasure of being connected as one. I circled my hips over and over, enjoying the delicious sensations buzzing throughout my body. My hair was a sweaty mess, the unruly, sticky curls falling in my face. I shoved a hand through my damp hair as I rode him in order to see the magnificent man beneath me.
Conner's fingers bit into my hips, and I scraped my fingernails across his chest, causing red welts to streak his skin. The feeling of having him buried inside of me was euphoric.  My nerve endings were on fire, and I screamed his name over and over. Heat spread throughout my entire body as he stretched me and filled me. He clutched my hips, guiding me up and down onto his shaft. The dominant in him topped me from the bottom. I could feel myself getting close, as my thighs quivered, and my greedy walls started to spasm. Conner pushed me over the edge when his fingers met center, taking juices from our lovemaking and rubbing them on my clit. I cried out as my walls clamped tightly around him, causing a guttural groan to escape from his lips as he spilled inside of me. We fell over the cliff together, our sweaty bodies trembling with a sedated lust.
∞∞∞
 
THE NEXT MORNING, I was awakened by Conner slipping his cock between my slick folds, while spooning me from behind.  I turned my head to him, and we kissed hard. Morning breath, and all. His hand cupped my breasts as he unhurriedly stroked inside of me.  I cried out, and my body trembled as his nimble fingers found the tight button of nerves between my legs. The slow and hard thrusting of his cock, the pressure from his fingers, and the feel of his tongue and lips sucking on my neck, sent me over the edge. A violent orgasm rippled through my entire body. His crashing orgasm came seconds later.
We lie together long after, still spooning, his arm resting across my hip.  His fingertips made leisure circles on my belly.  I yawned, simmering against the warmth of his body. "What’s on your mind?" he asked, his voice, hoarse with sleepiness.
"Birthday cake."
"Birthday cake?" I heard the humor in his voice.
"Not just any birthday cake, but a German Chocolate birthday cake."
"Oh, I see," he said. "German Chocolate birthday cake. Of course."
I turned around and faced him, our heads resting on the same pillow. "I want to make you a birthday cake. We didn’t get a chance to celebrate your birthday last month. I know you only like gross healthy food, but everyone should have chocolate cake on their birthday."
His face relaxed into a soft smile. "I don’t celebrate my birthday anymore. But if you want a German chocolate cake, I’ll buy you one. Maybe I’ll have a bite. Off of you, that is."
"Okay, not a birthday cake. Just a regular cake." I returned his soft smile and lightly scraped my nails against the scruffy hair along his jaw. "You need to shave." He took my hand in his and kissed it, before playfully nipping one of my fingers with his teeth. 
I squealed with laughter as he rubbed his face against my breasts. "That tickles," I bellowed out through laughs. My giggles quickly became moans, as he ran his tongue along my nipple before sucking on it.
"Move in with me." He raised his head from my breasts to look up at me. I stared at him for a few beats, the words failing to come forth. He scooted up beside me, propping up on his elbow. He studied me, patiently waiting for my answer.
"I don’t know if we’re ready for that."
"Bullshit." He said without heat, his demeanor calm. "I want to wake up with you every morning and go to bed with you every night. Besides, our sons will be here soon. You three can’t leave here."
"What’s wrong with my place?" I asked, defensively. "I love my apartment. There’s plenty of space here."
His facial features were schooled into an impassive deadpan stare. "I didn’t mean to offend.  You have a great place here, for you. But you are pregnant with our sons. They’ll be Brathwaites. One day you’ll be a Brathwaite. There is a certain lifestyle that Brathwaites are accustomed to."
"I want them to have a normal childhood."
"But their childhood won’t be normal. Not in the way you want it to be."
"I don’t want them to become rich, pampered snobs."
"I don’t want that either. My last name comes with its own challenges and overwhelming expectations. But with you as their mother, paired with my billions, and intense therapy," he smirked, before continuing, "What could go wrong?"
"Ha-ha. That’s not funny," I teased. The reality of becoming parents in just a few short weeks terrified me as much as it excited me. What if we sucked at this parenting thing? It’s not like we had the best parental examples growing up.
"I’m scared too," Conner admitted as if reading my mind. "I want our sons to have everything that I didn’t. Fuck the money. It’s not about that. I want them to feel safe and loved. I want them to have the type of childhood that you and I dreamed of having."
"I want that too," I smiled, before running my fingers through his locks.
"And I’m serious about therapy. We’re both going to need boatloads of it." Couldn’t argue with him there. "Because of who I am and what we have, certain security adjustments will have to be made. This place will never work."
"You mean what you have."
"What’s mine is yours. We won’t be getting a prenup."
"You’re such a cocky bastard. Already talking about marriage and you haven’t even asked. And what makes you so certain that I’d say yes?" I playfully rolled my eyes.
"A man can dream, right?" He smiled, revealing his perfect straight white teeth. "I have to make sure you’re all safe. I know you were adamant about not having your own security detail before, but I need you to be okay with that happening now."
I understood Conner’s need to protect the ones he loved. I could relate to the distrust he had in people. I felt it too. The world could be a cruel and ugly place. We both knew that if your own mother could cause you repeated harm, then there wasn’t much hope in others. Our sons were going to extremely wealthy, inheriting the Brathwaite family fortune one day. That would make them targets. It would make me a target. Conner’s Achilles heel.
"If you don’t want to move in with me, let me build you a house. One that can provide you with more protection…and one in close proximity to me, of course."
"That won’t be necessary."
"Why must you be so difficult, woman?" There was mock frustration in his tone.
"You know you like it," I teased. His eyes burned with arousal. "Okay, Conner," I said on a breath, feigning exasperation.
"Okay?" He searched my eyes.
"Okay. I’ll move in with you. We’ll move in with you," I amended, placing a hand on my belly.
He smiled a smile so bright, one that reached his eyes. "I love you so much, angel. You and our boys are my whole world."
I sighed with contentment as I snuggled close to him and rested my head on his chest.
"Now there’s only one thing left to do."
"What’s that?" I asked as I lazily ran my fingers along the hard muscles in his arm.
"Convince you to marry me. But I’m working on it," Conner said, with a smile in his voice.
I knew unequivocally that I would say yes whenever he asked.
"Now get some sleep," he said. "I’m not done with you yet." He swatted me on my backside.
"Fiend. You’re going to have to feed me first." We both chuckled as he pulled the covers back over us, and I drifted back to sleep.




Chapter 23
"CONNER AND I DECIDED on teal for the walls." I flipped through the design portfolio and ran my fingers along various fabric swatches that were laid before us in my office, in our home. Fatima and Helena joined us, helping me finalize the design for the nursery before Conner and I left town for our babymoon. Upon our return, the nursery would be completed. Helena and Fatima agreed to supervise the entire project in our absence.
"That’s a wonderful choice, dear." Emma Vantrose, famed designer and television personality clapped her hands and beamed. "I can see it now. The teal walls with the gray and white chevron motif will do a fabulous job breaking up the solid blocks of color." Emma’s sleek red bob hung dramatically over one eye, and she brushed it back with red manicured fingers.
"The furniture will be delivered next Tuesday?" Helena asked as she sipped her coffee.
"Yes. My crew and I will arrive at 7 a.m. sharp." Emma jotted a few things down on her tablet before packing away the color swatches and portfolio.
"I love your show, by the way. I watch it all the time," Fatima enthusiastically said, going all fangirl on Emma.
"Thank you, dear." Emma graciously smiled.
I walked, more like wobbled, with Emma to her car. "Thanks so much. I know your schedule is hectic. We really appreciate it."
"Oh, dear. It’s not a problem at all." We air-kissed each other’s cheeks. "Please give Conner my love."  She smiled and took my hands.  "Just beautiful. You’re glowing."
I rubbed my enormous belly. "I feel like a whale."
"You look fabulous. You’re all stomach, just like my daughter in law. She’s due in a few weeks also.  Like I told her, you’ll have your figure back in no time. But don’t rush it." She winked. "Just take care of yourself. You won’t get a full night’s sleep for the next couple of years."
"So I’ve been told," I said with a smile.
The cool November breeze skated across my skin and through my hair. The crisp leaves of the oak trees crunched beneath our shoes. Emma and I embraced before she got inside of her car. "I’ll email you all the specs today. Enjoy your babymoon," she called out, before driving away.
∞∞∞
 
FATIMA AND HELENA WERE in the kitchen seated at the corner breakfast nook. Javier had prepared a platter of sandwich wraps for us. I sat down at the table, while Fatima and Helena fixed our plates. Helena handed me a plate and sat down beside me. "Thanks, Helena." I rubbed the side of my belly as Caleb extended his foot, causing a tiny limb to protrude out. His brother, Caden, was sleeping.
"Aww, let me feel!" Fatima came over and placed her hands on top of my belly. Her face lit with wonder as Caden starting to stir awake.
I took a big bite of my sandwich and leaned back in my chair. "They kept me up most of the night. And the heartburn. Ugh."
"You sure it wasn’t Conner who kept you up last night?" Fatima joshed while nudging me.
"TMI," Helena said, as she scrunched her face. "What time do you guys leave tonight?"
"The jet will be fired up and ready at 4 o'clock. Conner should be home soon." Conner had left his therapy appointment with Dr. Stan McLaughlin about thirty minutes ago. I met with my therapist, Dr. Sheila Jackson, yesterday.
"I’m not entirely comfortable with you traveling so close to your due date. Your father’s not too happy about it either." Concern shone on Helena’s face.
"Dad gave Conner an earful yesterday, making sure he had all the emergency numbers on speed dial."  Conner and my dad were on speaking terms these days. They seemed to have buried the hatchet and had even played a few rounds of golf recently. Conner hated golf. My dad loved it.  "Dr. Shavers cleared us for travel. We also have the top OBGYN in Monterey County on standby, if anything should arise. We haven’t had any complications up to this point, so I’m not worried." Helena didn’t look the least bit convinced. "It’ll be a comfortable flight. His jet is super comfy, and it even has a bed in it. And we’ll probably stay inside the cabin the entire time we’re there."
"If that’s a cabin," Fatima made air quotes with her fingers, "then that Olympic size pool you have out back is a puddle. The pictures you showed us looked amazing."
It was rather captivating. Conner owned a custom-made log cabin in Northern California, in Monterey County. It’s four thousand square foot structure, which was made of cedarwood, stone, and glass was nestled and secluded in the Redwoods. All the rooms either had a view of the Pacific Ocean or sprawling redwood trees. "Yeah, it’s not your typical cabin in the woods. He had it built a couple years back as a prototype for a development he’s planning on building in Colorado."  I finished my sandwich and gulped down the rest of my sweet tea.
"Have you heard from Amy? I haven’t seen her around lately." Helena eyed me over the rim of her glass. 
"She’s spending some time in Aspen right now with a cousin." Conner and I received a handwritten letter from Amy about a month ago. She wished us both the best and apologized for any pain and disruption that she caused in our lives. She planned to stay in Aspen, indefinitely.
"I heard that Quentin moved out and let her keep the house," Fatima responded.
"How did you know that Quentin left her the house?" Helena asked Fatima.
Fatima took a few large gulps of her sweet tea like she was dying of thirst. "Quentin may have mentioned it."
"To you?" Helena quizzically asked.
I looked back and forth between the two of them.
Fatima casually waved her hand and gave a light shrug.
"Right," Helena drawled. "We’ll have this conversation later," Helena said disapprovingly.
"Yes, ma’am," Fatima replied. Helena was more like a mother to Fatima than an aunt. She helped raise her when Fatima’s mother passed away when she was just shy of eight years old. 
"Novalee, dear, what happened between Amy and Quentin? The ink was barely dry on their marriage license before they called it quits. And to top it off, she had her tongue down your throat."
Fatima choked on her sweet tea, and my jaw was agape in shock. "Her tongue was not down my throat."
"Yeah, okay. And that picture was doctored, right?"
"The photo was grainy! There was absolutely no tongue action," I defended.
"It was really dark in that parking garage, auntie," Fatima commented, barely keeping a straight face.
"Don’t get all in a huff." Helena shooed me with her hand. "Back to Quentin. Was there infidelity involved?  I can’t imagine a woman cheating on Quentin. That man is a fine piece of ass." Helena fanned herself with her hand.
"Helena, language," I playfully reprimanded.
She and Fatima clinked glasses. "Here, here!" Fatima joined in.
"And he’s such a gentleman. He is such a class act," Helena added.
Fatima remained silent and slowly nodded.
"You two are too much." I shook my head at them and stifled a giggle.
"It must be something in the water out here," Helena commented.  "Quentin and Conner are the finest white boys I have ever laid my eyes on. Quentin is like a hybrid of Paul Walker and Brad Pitt.  And Conner…whew, chile. He reminds of that man from those Fifty Shades movies. All dark and mysterious." Helena exaggeratedly flipped her hair and clutched her pearl necklace, before we all squealed in laughter.
"What did I miss? What’s so funny?" Conner walked up behind me and wrapped his arms around me.
"Oh, nothing," Helena downplayed.  "We’re talking our town’s drinking water quality."
Conner’s brows drew together. "Hmm, okay. Well, don’t let me interrupt." He kissed me on my neck before leaving the kitchen. 
Fatima bit back her cackle, causing some tea to squirt out of her nose, which made us all start up again.
"Okay, I just peed a little," I said, rising from the chair and rushing to the bathroom.
"Eww," Fatima called out, laughing even harder.
"I’m going to tell Conner!" Helena teased.
"Tell Conner, and I’ll tell my dad that you like white
meat," I singsonged over my shoulder before closing the bathroom door.




Chapter 24
WE WERE UPSTAIRS IN the sunroom of Conner’s cabin. Cuddling on the couch, my back rested against his bare chest. My gaze focused on the picturesque view of the Pacific Ocean. Salty air and the sound of crashing waves drifted through the floor-to-ceiling windows. Our semi-nude bodies were still damp from our joint shower, and a cashmere blanket was haphazardly strewn over us.
Over the last four days, Conner had spoiled me senseless. A full staff, consisting of an award-winning chef, housekeeper, spa professionals, a yoga instructor, and even a violinist were housed on Conner’s adjoining servant quarters, to be available at our beck and call. Every morning, we were served breakfast in bed. My days were filled with posh pampering while Conner spent his days busy with work, morning jogs on the beach, or pumping iron in the upstairs gym. Every night, we made slow passionate love on 1500 thread count sheets. Our kinky sex was put on pause for the remainder of my pregnancy, but the toe-curling orgasms remained. Most nights after dinner, we would sit out on the upstairs deck in our fluffy robes and stare out at the moonlight reflecting off the ocean waves.
"Sleepy?" Conner’s deep voice reverberated through his chest.
"A little," I mumbled, my eyelids drooping.
"Get some sleep. I have some things to do downstairs, anyway." He kissed the top of my head, before rising from the couch and tucking the throw blanket around my body. He looked delicious in his low-slung pajama bottoms. Even through my sleepy haze, my eyes focused in on his rock-hard abs and traveled down to his sexy V muscle.
"Don’t let me sleep the night away."
"I promise I won’t."
I drifted off to sleep as soon as Conner left the room.
I woke up to the soft sounds of recorded music coming from downstairs. Rain thudded against the windows. The room was dark, save for the flameless tea light candles that flickered and were scattered in a trail on the floor, leading out of the room.  Red rose petals surrounded their illumination. I rose from the couch in that unceremonious way that pregnant women do and arched my back in a stretch. Before following the lighted floral path, I made a pit stop to the master bath. After emptying my bladder, I dolled myself up for whatever awaited me downstairs.
I slipped my arms into a floor-length rose-colored silk robe, securing the ties above my protruding belly. I sauntered downstairs following the trail set before me. As I neared the bottom of the stairs, a pungent smell of something burning assaulted my nostrils. It was coming from the kitchen.
"Fuck!" Conner’s voice boomed, as I heard a loud clatter of metal followed immediately by running water.
I headed to the kitchen. Soft R&B tunes from my cell phone’s playlist crooned from the surround sound speakers. My eyes blurred with tears from the sight before me. A pristine white tablecloth was draped on the dining room table. Sterling silver stemware, dinnerware, and long-stemmed candles adorned it.  Conner stood over the sink, a massive blanket of smoke surrounding him, as tap water sprayed into something sizzling. He had covered his bare chest with a long sleeve black henley, its sleeves bunched up to his forearms.  He frantically fanned the smoke away from his face, his back muscles flexing with every movement.
He hadn’t noticed me yet. His attention was diverted to the stove where a pot of something began to boil over, its contents spilling onto the cooktop.  He instinctively grabbed the pot handle, burning his hand in the process. "Ah, Damnit!" he shouted.
I rushed over and removed the pot from the burner with an oven mitt. I turned off the stove then focused on him. "Let me see." I took hold of Conner’s wrist and hovered his hand over the running faucet of cold water. 
"Well, I royally fucked that up, didn’t I?" He chuckled as he inspected the chaos around him.
"Aww, babe. This is the most romantic thing you’ve ever done."
"Damn." He scrunched his face. "I really need to step my game up."
"You know what I mean. I never thought I’d see the day. You, cooking me a romantic meal." I couldn’t make out the charcoal crusted contents in the skillet which still sizzled in the sink. "I love the fact that you did all of this yourself." Tears welled in my eyes. Damn pregnancy hormones. One minute I was angry, the next, I was horny, and the next, I was over-emotional and crying. 
He turned off the water and dried his hands with a nearby dishtowel. "I wanted tonight to be special."
I wrapped my arms around his waist and tipped my head back to look up at him. "It is special. I’m sure there’s something we can salvage."
"I think I burned everything but the salad." He gestured over to the salad, which sat on the kitchen island. "I almost lost a finger slicing the cucumbers," he smirked, "but I managed to make it out unscathed."
"Perfect." I rubbed my hands together. "I’m starving. Let’s eat."
∞∞∞
 
CONNER PILED OUR PLATES with salad and poured sparkling cider into our glasses. We had an unobstructed view of the ocean and the crescent-shaped moon. "I could never grow tired of this view," I sighed, taking in the mesmerizing scenery.
"Well then, we’ll have to fly out whenever you want to see it."
Oh, this man of mine.
During our meal, Conner seemed a bit anxious, as he nervously tapped his foot under the table.  He ate his salad rather quickly and drank all his cider in a few gulps.
"Everything alright?"
"Yeah." I arched a brow at him. "How about we go outside? We can sit under the awning and watch the rain. There are blankets in the warmer."
I beamed. "Sounds perfect. I love the smell of rain."
"Okay, cool." Conner stood up a bit abruptly, the legs of his chair scraping along the wood floor. Nervous energy emanated from him as he helped me out of my chair.
We stepped out onto the wraparound porch. It was chilly and rainy, so Conner draped a warm wool blanket around my shoulders and head, before swooping me up in his arms. "I can walk," I teased as I wrapped my arms around his neck.
"I don’t want you to get your feet wet," he simply said as he carried me upstairs to the second story deck. The violent rain mercilessly beat down on Conner, fat droplets dripping down from his hair and onto his face. I wanted to lick every single raindrop away.
Once we reached the upstairs awning, he planted me on my feet. He turned on the heated lamps as I leaned up against the log railing, enjoying the view and the salty air. Conner replaced my blanket with another warm one and stood behind me, enveloping me in his arms. We stood like this for a while, taking in the midnight-blue raging sea.
I leaned my head back against his chest, enjoying the heat from his body and the strength of his arms. We had come such a long way in such a short amount of time. And we had a long way to go, and a lot of individual work to do, to become our whole, healthy selves. But I couldn’t imagine doing it with anyone else.
Conner’s lips grazed my ear, sending shivers down my spine. "Marry me, angel?"
I turned around as Conner lowered himself onto one knee. In his hand, he held an opened Tiffany Blue Box. A stunning round cut diamond ring on a platinum band nearly blinded me. Conner’s luminous green eyes expressed hope and a bit of worry. I nodded furiously. "Yes! Oh my God, yes!" I managed to say pass the lump in my throat.
"Thank fuck," he sighed as he slipped the ring on my finger. I held my left hand out to examine my ring, its carats weighty on my finger. Conner quickly rose to his feet and pressed his lips to mine. He cupped my jaw in his hands, his tongue greedily seeking mine in a breathless kiss that made my toes curl and sent electric bolts from my heart down to my sex. It was a desperate, burning kiss. After our mouths separated, we pressed our foreheads together. "How’d I get so lucky?" he whispered, his voice a low timbre.
It seemed only fitting that the faint sounds of Chrisette Michele’s A Couple of Forevers began to play from the speakers inside. Conner and I stood there, as our lips gently skated across each other’s, our breath mingling in the fresh night air.  "I can ask the same thing," I said before kissing him again.
"I need to taste your pussy," Conner said against my mouth. Trailing kisses down my throat, he untied my robe. My body trembled with want as he backed me up to a nearby chair. "Sit down and spread your legs," he commanded, his voice sexy as sin. I did as I was told, my robe falling open, exposing my breasts, my expanded belly, and my panty-clad sex. "So beautiful," he said, as he lowered himself on his knees.
Conner pulled my panties down slowly, before trailing his tongue along the inside of my thigh until he reached my sweet spot. He flickered his tongue over my tiny bundle of nerves, before sliding it between my slick folds and lapping up my lust. I gripped him by the hair when he pulled my legs farther apart and thrust his tongue deep inside of me, stroking within my walls. It was game over for me when he used his tongue as a vibrator against my clit. Conner was a master at eating me, knowing the exact moment of when to suck hard, when to thrust, and when to ease up and apply gentle titillating pressure.
"That’s right. Cum on my tongue," he growled, as I became undone under his skillful touch. "You taste so fucking good," he said before he added two long fingers to the mix. In and out, in and out. My entire body tingled as I desperately tried to come down from my high, not sure if I could take any more stimulation. My womb contracted as I screamed his name, the second orgasm crashing into me immediately after the first. He hummed his pleasure as I came on his tongue again, and he licked me dry. Completely spent, I readily relaxed in Conner’s arms as he scooped me up and carried me to our master suite, where I eagerly returned the favor.
∞∞∞
 
 FROM THE NIGHT before, Conner and I sat out on the front porch swing, swathed in our white spa robes. Sheltered by the cabin’s awning, we looked out at the heavy storm and the swaying redwood trees around us.  I breathed in the smell of fresh rain and wet wood.
Conner’s phone vibrated beside him, and after looking at the screen he said, "You need to call your parents and Fatima. Fatima wants to know if I burned the cabin down with my attempt to make dinner. I promised that you would call them after I proposed, but we were a bit preoccupied last night." He rested his hand across my stomach and leisurely rubbed it.
I narrowed my eyes but couldn’t help the grin forming on my face. "They knew?"
His expression softened as a faint smirk twitched on his lips. "I asked your father for your hand two weeks ago. And I bought the ring a week after we broke up. I told myself that if you ever gave me another chance, I would never let you go."
I blinked back my tears as I cupped the side of his face with my left hand. My ring sparkled, speckles of light reflecting off the diamond. "Let’s have our wedding here, on the seaside cliff out back."
"Hell yes." Conner smiled the most honest, genuine smile I’d seen thus far. I beamed up at him, ridiculously happy. "The sooner, the better. This summer. I can’t wait to make you my wife."
We laced our fingers together, and I snuggled into him. "Okay. Late summer." My cheeks hurt due to my wide grin. "I need time to snap my figure back."
He playfully rolled his eyes. "Okay. And six months after that, we can work on having our next set of twins. Girls this time," he stated matter of factly.
My heart squeezed a little at that. "I’m totally down to have more kids. But, not right away. Let’s wait a year or two before we start working on the next set."
"Deal," he said, before kissing the tip of my nose and brushing his fingers along my freckles.
"I guess we shouldn’t keep my family waiting any longer," I said. I nuzzled my mouth against the crook of his neck.
"No time like the present." He rose from our bench swing, before taking my hand and helping me up.
I squealed as Conner unexpectedly and effortlessly swooped me up in his arms. 
I wrapped my arms around his neck as he carried me inside. "I can’t get over the fact that you asked my dad for my hand in marriage."
"Just a formality. I was going to propose, even if he said no," Conner said nonchalantly. And I had no doubt he was telling the truth.
Once inside, Conner gently deposited me on top of the kitchen island next to a catered spread of breakfast foods. He stood between my opened legs and picked out a strawberry from a nearby fruit platter. "You’re mine," he said as he brought the strawberry up to my lips. "Nothing or no one will ever change that."
He leaned over and nibbled a piece strawberry from my mouth, before kissing me tenderly.  "Yours," I repeated as we rubbed noses.
"Yours," he affirmed, gently cupping my face in his palms.
"Mine," I claimed, as I pressed my lips to his. Yes, he was. All mine.
"Ours," he said as he placed his two large hands on my belly. Caleb and Caden began to stretch their tiny limbs, causing my stomach to expand and flutter. Conner leaned down and kissed my belly twice.
"I love you, Miss Novalee Dumont." His brilliant green eyes shone with tenderness.
"And I love you, Mr. Conner Brathwaite."




Epilogue
4 Years Later
"Good morning." Novalee stirred awake.
"Good morning, angel." Conner’s raspy voice was thick with sleepiness. He snuggled his head into Novalee’s breasts, which was his favorite morning pastime. Well, that and wedging his head between her legs –both of his heads.
From the first moment he laid eyes on her, walking down the aisle at Quentin and Amy’s wedding, Conner knew she was an angel. His angel. Everything else around her had faded to smoke. Conner was nearly blinded by the light that emanated from Novalee. It threatened to splinter into the darkness of his soul. At that moment, he knew that he had to have her. One night would suffice. One night where he could lose himself in her goodness, her blinding light.
Conner knew that he wasn’t worthy of anything more from a woman like her.  But then he had a chance to sit with her, get to know her, and all bets were off. He couldn’t just have her for one night. Just being in her presence quieted down the unsettling in his spirit. The hatred. The vileness. The agony.  From that moment on, he was obsessed with all things Novalee. An obsession that became an addiction. An addiction that became his air supply, his lifeline. His devotion and love for her only seemed to grow, with each passing day.
Novalee ran her fingers through his unruly bed hair. "How’s the birthday boy doing this morning?" She grinned at him, her plump lips stretching into an affectionate smile.
"After last night? Pretty fucking fantastic." His cock twitched just thinking about last night. He leisurely pulled her pajama tank top up over her small perky tits and planted kisses all over her flat abdomen, before trailing his tongue over the swells of her breasts and delicate collarbone.
"How much time do you think we have?" he asked, his hands roaming her body. Maybe they could have a quickie. Five minutes tops, before they were interrupted by their sons. That wouldn’t be a hard feat, seeing that his longevity was always a battle of the wills whenever he was inside of her. It always took sheer brainpower and iron self-control to not spill inside of his wife from the moment his dick was wet. But his inherent need to see and feel her come undone, and his vanity to be the best fuck she’d ever had, kept him from becoming a premature ejaculate lover.
"Mmm," Novalee responded as she lifted her pelvis, grinding against him with skilled rhythm. His jaw ticked and his erection was like stone. He knew he would have to be gentle with her, especially after the debauchery they partook in last night. "Not enough time. The kids will be up soon. They’ve already slept in as is."
He dropped his head on her breasts and groaned. "You’re right," he said, but it was taking a while for his dick to get the memo. He loved his sons more than anything in the world, but they wore the "cockblocker" badge with honor. Rolling over on his back, he held Novalee firmly, rolling her with him until she was on top of him.
She folded her arms across his hard chest and looked down at him. Her soft curls fell around his face like silk. "The caterers and party planners will be here at 2 o’clock. My stylists, at 3. Our guests, at 6." This was the first year that Conner would be celebrating his birthday since the death of Colton. Novalee had been planning it for months.  He still could have done without a big party, opting to spend the time alone with his family. But he did it for them. His wife and kids. He loved them beyond measure, and if they wanted to celebrate his arrival into this world, who was he to deny them anything they wanted? The smiles on their faces alone, when he finally agreed to the party, was worth it. Dr. McLaughlin seemed to believe it was a good idea, as well. Not that he particularly cared what his therapist thought about the matter. Although he trusted Dr. McLaughlin, he still pretty much gave zero fucks about the opinions of others, except for his wife.
"Skylar will be here in a couple of hours to keep the kids occupied until my parents get here." Skylar. Victor’s obsession.  Although Conner rarely trusted anyone around his children, and with good reason, Skylar was harmless. A mousy, awkward thing, that always seemed terrified of Conner, like he killed puppies for sport. "Will your dad be bringing a plus one?" Novalee chewed on her bottom lip as she looked down expectantly at him.
Didn’t she know how fucking sexy she looked when she did that? She was responsible for the memo delay to his dick. "Possibly," he said as he ran the pad of his thumb across her bottom lip. 
Possibly. But Conner doubted it. Who knew, when it came to his father? Since divorcing Martina, good ole’ dad had been sticking his dick in their childhood maid, Lupe, seemingly on a full-time basis. He even hired another maid to take her place. Lupe’s new job seemed to be to keep his dick wet. 
Kenneth and Conner never had a close relationship. Kenneth always prioritized pussy and money over the relationship with his sons. Conner gave him a little credit, however, for attending a couple of therapy sessions with him after the birth of his grandsons, whom he adored. It was during one of those sessions that Conner told his father about the sexual abuse.  Although there was no statute of limitations in the state of Texas for such a crime, Conner refused to press charges against Martina, not wanting a public scandal. Kenneth agreed. Novalee gave her reluctant agreement, but Conner knew she was none too pleased that Martina wouldn’t pay for her crimes, preferable in a jail cell. 
What Novalee didn’t know was that the Brathwaites tended to handle things more…privately. Though they had judges, politicians, and police in their back pockets – even before Conner was born, his bloodline preferred a more ruthless type of justice, one that Novalee knew nothing about. Conner had never dirtied his hands with such affairs. He wasn’t loyal enough to his father and family line to taint or threaten his reputation and soul any farther. It had already been darkened enough by the sins of his mother.  He made sure to keep his business dealings clean and had decided to separate the home division segment of Brathwaite, Inc., into its own new company, C.C.B. – Conner Colton Brathwaite, in memory of his brother. It felt good, being both President and C.E.O of his private-owned company, not answering to anyone. Not that he answered to his father while at Brathwaite, Inc., but still. With the vast and lucrative success that C.C.B brought in, in addition to his inheritance, Conner still had more money than he could ever spend in ten lifetimes.
Martina left the United States and lived meagerly in a small flat in Italy. In fear of criminal charges, Kenneth encouraged her to leave their family fortune behind. According to Kenneth’s people, Martina was shacking up with a broke artist, and snorting the little money she had left from her modeling days, up her nose. Kenneth saw to it that Martina was sterile, not able to ever carry children again. How the fuck he was able to see to that? Conner had no idea and wanted to be spared the details. 
Novalee wrapped her legs around Conner’s hips, straddling him, which snapped him back to reality and away from his dysfunctional family. His fingers bit into her hips, which had gotten curvier since the birth of their children. He knew he was a lucky bastard. "Maybe we can shower together once Sky gets here?" Novalee suggested, as her deep brown eyes implored his. "Who knows what type of shenanigans we’ll get into?"
His wife was just as insatiable for him as he was for her. He arched an eyebrow at her, thinking about the things they could do in the shower. He cupped her ass in the palms of his hands. "You’re so fucking hot."
Novalee awarded him with a seductive smile before leaning down to suck on the column of his throat. Her cell phone started to buzz on the nightstand as she planted kisses along his jaw. 
"Leave it," he grunted, as he began to pull her pajama shorts and panties down.
"It could be important." To his chagrin, she reached over and grabbed her phone.
She read off the text aloud to Conner:
Hey Cousin. Our flight was delayed. We’ll be a little late. Your stylists are confirmed for 3. Sorry I won’t be back in time to do your hair. But I have my best team of stylists coming through to hook you up. Tell Conner we said Happy Birthday!  Muah! Love you!
Like he gave a fuck about anything else at that moment, except for burying himself inside of his wife. Conner grabbed the phone out of Novalee’s hand and flung it across the bed. "Hey! I was just going to send a quick text back…" Her words were interrupted by a moan, as Conner inserted a long finger inside of her. Then another. Then another. "Oh, God," she moaned as he stroked inside of her.
"What were you saying?" he asked, looking up at her with a casual look on his face, as he fucked her with his fingers. Her juices were coating his hand.
Novalee tried and failed to speak coherently. Only moans and sharp intakes of breath escaped her lips before she tugged his pajama pants down over his ass and stiff erection.
The sound of the door creaking open caused Conner to remove his fingers from Novalee and swiftly roll her over onto her back. Shielding her with his body, while she adjusted her clothing, Conner pulled up his pajama pants. "Happy birthday, daddy!" Caleb and Caden, their rambunctious identical twins, came barreling through the door, running straight towards them.
"Hey, guys!" Conner called out before discreetly licking his fingers of Novalee’s juices. Fuck, he needed more of that. Soon.
"Fiend. Go wash your hands," she murmured, before hugging Caleb and Caden, as they crashed into her with smothering hugs.
Conner chuckled as he rose from the bed and pulled a t-shirt over his head. He caught Novalee ogling him as he pulled his shirt down over his muscled abs, which only made him want her more. He needed a cold shower and a workout. He made a mental note to go downstairs to their gym and pump iron until his muscles burned. Anything to take away some of the sexual frustration until he was able to be inside of his wife again.
"Daddy!  Where you goin?" Caleb, Conner’s shadow, called out. His mouth was already pouting in a frown.
"Just to the bathroom, bud. I’ll be right back." 
"Hey babies," he heard Novalee say behind the bathroom door. "I wondered when you guys were going to wake up." Caden must have reached for her septum piercing. "What did mommy tell you about pulling her nose ring?"
"Sorry, mama," Caden said.
After taking a piss and washing his hands, but not before sniffing the sweet scent of Novalee on his fingers, Conner sauntered out of the bathroom.
"Caleb, stop jumping on the bed," Conner warned, with no heat in his voice.
"Ah, daddy. Please," he begged as he continued to jump.
He gave Caleb a look that spoke volumes. Caleb halted in his jumping. Caden began to giggle, which he did whenever Caleb got in trouble, which was often because Caleb always got into trouble. Conner scooped up both boys in his arms, causing them to squeal in a fit of laughter.
Just then, a piercing cry rang out through the baby monitor. "Can we go get Nova, daddy? Pleeease?" Caden asked as he hung sideways, tucked under Conner’s arm.
"Sure. Let’s give mommy a minute." Planting both boys on their feet, Conner leaned over to kiss Novalee’s luscious lips and ran his fingertips over the freckles that he loved so much. The boys responded with an "Eww" in unison.  
Conner walked down the hall to the nursery. Caleb and Caden ran ahead of him, pushing the door open to the pink and purple explosion of all shit girly.  Nova’s wailing cries ratcheted up even louder until Conner appeared. Her cries then turned to squeals of laughter. Standing in her crib, decked out in her cotton onesie and dimpled chubby legs, was Conner’s mini-me.  Nova’s arms were outstretched, her two teeth peeking through a slobbered grin. Caleb and Caden were now distracted, taking turns diving into the mountain of teddy bears that were on display in one corner of the room. Conner’s heart swelled every morning, and something akin to fear and protectiveness reared, whenever he looked at his baby girl. He would move heaven and earth to keep her safe. To keep his boys and his wife safe.
After changing a motherload of a shitty diaper and trying not to gag, Conner washed his hands and carried a sleepy Nova back to his bedroom.  Novalee was coming out of the bathroom, in a pair yoga pants and a tank, pulling her hair up into a ponytail. Conner kissed the top of Nova’s unruly mop of curly hair as she looked up at her daddy with her big green eyes.
"Nova pooped, and it was really stinky." Caden elaborated. "Daddy changed her diaper."
"I made sure daddy washed his hands," Caleb added.
"It was like a toxic explosion." Conner scrunched up his face as he and Novalee sat back down on their bed. Both boys giggled at their daddy’s description. No one would ever describe Conner as funny. Hell, not even as a nice person. But his sons thought he was the most hilarious guy on the planet. Always laughing at his corny jokes. Yes, he joked now, on occasion, but only in the privacy of his own home. Outside of their home, he was still a douche.
Nova began to yawn and snuggled deeper into Conner’s chest. Within a couple of minutes, fourteen-month-old Nova was sound asleep, softly snoring.
Conner leaned back against the headboard, cradling a sleeping Nova as she gripped the fabric of his t-shirt. Novalee sat back beside Conner. Caden and Caleb sat at the foot of their parents’ bed, crashing their toys trains into one another, as they mimicked the voices from Thomas the Train. Conner looked around at his four favorite people in the entire world.
"How did I get so lucky?" Conner asked, turning to Novalee. He asked her this often.
She leaned her head on his shoulder, and he leaned his head into hers. "I think it was long overdue for us. This. Is. Everything." Novalee closed her eyes, savoring the moment.
"You’re mine," he whispered with a smile on his lips.
"Yours," she repeated, as they turned towards one another, their foreheads meeting.
"Yours," he affirmed, as they rubbed noses.
"Mine," she claimed, as she pressed her lips to his.
"Ours." He gestured to their three children, and then placed his hand over Novalee’s flat tummy, which was growing new life inside of it.
"I love you, Mrs. Novalee Brathwaite." His eyes shone bright with love.
"And I love you, Mr. Conner Brathwaite."
THE END
Let me know your thoughts and leave a review!  I hope you enjoyed it as much as I enjoyed writing it.  XOXO
Want more? Let’s keep in touch! Stay tuned for Fatima’s story. Novalee and Conner will also make an appearance!
Let's keep in touch! For future updates, I can be found in the following places:
Website: https://www.tiasirrah.com
Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/tiasirrah
Email: authortiasirrah@gmail.com
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