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Prologue

As Denise came to consciousness, someone in front of her said, “She’s waking up.” The voice was deep and the person speaking sounded strange and garbled to Denise. Opening her eyes, she tried to lift her head. It felt as if it were expanding slowly and steadily and there was a deep bass drum pounding in her ears. The pain was excruciating.
Someone had hit her in the head as she was getting into her car after leaving work. Whoever had hit her, had caught her by surprise. She hadn’t seen anyone in the employee parking area. They must have been hiding behind another car or something. She had her hand in her bag feeling around for her keys when she heard a noise behind her. Before she could turn to see what had made the sound, she was struck in the back of the head, and everything went dark.
Now, she was sitting in a chair, hands tied behind her back, trapping her against the chair. Her feet were tied down too. Denise brought her head up so that she could see past the curtain of hair blocking her view. Her eyes squeezed into thin slits against the bright light shining in her face. She swung her head from side to side trying to see where she was.
A man was standing in front of her, behind the light overhead. He was in the shadows. She tilted her head back, squinting her eyes, trying to see his face. He stepped forward a bit, allowing Denise to look at him openly. It was one of the men that had been following Felicia. Someone moved from behind him. It was the other man, the guy with the glasses and bald head. He could see the recognition in her eyes. “Well now, I think she remembers us Tony.”
She had seen their faces, and now she had a name. That meant they had no intention of letting her live. “What do you want with me?” Denise asked trying to focus and clear her vision. They must have hit her pretty hard. She glanced around trying to figure out where she was, and to see what she might be able to use as a weapon. She didn’t see anything but a thick layer of dirt on the wooden floor and a folding table. Denise guessed that she was in some abandoned building.
There was a door behind the bald man. If she could get her hands and legs free, she might be able to use the chair as a weapon and incapacitate the men long enough to get outside and get away. She realized they hadn’t covered her mouth with a gag or tape, which probably meant that there weren’t people nearby that they would have to worry about hearing her if she screamed.
“We want you to tell us where your friend is.”
Denise knew that they were talking about Felicia and she didn’t say anything. The guy closest to her, the one the bald man called Tony, came closer to her. He grabbed her by the hair and jerked her head back, looking into her eyes. “You know where she is don’t you?” Denise still didn’t say anything. Tony smiled down at her before he let her head go.
Denise felt the ring on his left-hand slice her cheek as he backhanded her. Denise’s head lolled to one side. “Where is she?”
“I don’t know!” Denise thundered raising her head. Tony punched her this time using his other hand. It didn’t matter what he did to her. She would never tell him. He continued to punch and slap her until his partner stopped him.
“Enough.” The bald man said as he came over to her. Using a handkerchief from his pocket, he put his hand under her chin and lifted Denise’s head. Denise could feel the blood running out of her nose, and she tasted it in her mouth. “Tony is a bit anxious about finding your friend. He doesn’t understand the bonds of friendship. Probably because he’s never had one himself.”
“Fuck you Ford,” Tony said from behind him with a chuckle.
“I know you want to protect your friend, but she has something that I want. It doesn’t belong to her, and I want it back. All I want you to do is to ask her to bring it to me. Can you do that for me?”
Denise was breathing hard, her face hurt, and she was hanging on to consciousness by a thread, but she’d never do what they wanted. Denise looked him in the eye, “Obviously you don’t have any friends either. I agree with Tony, fuck you,” Denise said with venom as she fought for breath. Ford let her head go and punched her so hard the chair tipped over.
“Give me her phone and sit her up,” Ford said moving away from her towards the table.
Her chair was set upright. There was another person there. She couldn’t see who had carried out the man’s order. Ford spoke as he wiped his hand with the handkerchief, “You were right. She’s got an attitude and a big mouth.” He was talking to the person behind her. She watched as Ford took her purse and dumped its contents onto the table. He fished through the items, grabbing her phone, throwing the purse down to the floor. “We’ll see what kind of friend Felicia is. Somehow, I bet she will do what I ask.”
Ford used Denise’s phone to dial the programmed number for Felicia. Denise listened as the man spoke into the phone. They didn’t know who she really was. They hadn’t found out that her real name was Denise Samuels, that Keisha Daniels didn’t exist. “Keisha’s tied up at the moment. You have something that I want. If you want to save your friend’s life, you will do what I tell you.”
Felicia said something to him, and he responded, “Right here.” He had moved the phone away from his mouth coming towards her. “Say hello to your friend, Keisha.” Denise bit his hand as he held the phone close to her mouth. He punched her again, “Fucking bitch. Your gonna pay for that.” Before Denise could recover from the sting of his fist in her face, she felt a sharp pain in her thigh. She screamed, looking down to see blood filling the cut he’d made.
“Shut the fuck up,” he said, then he was back on the phone, “Your friend’s a fighter. I like that, but make no mistake, I will kill her. You’ve got one hour to bring me the drive, or I’ll spend some time marking up that pretty face of hers before I cut her throat. Oh, and Felicia, when I’m done with Keisha, I’ll kill everyone who means anything to you, including your kids.” He gave her the address of the house they were using. “One hour. Come alone.” He ended the call.
Denise tried to calm herself as she watched the blood seeping from the wound on her leg. It wasn’t deep, but she needed to stop the blood loss. Denise had to find a way out of this chair and this house. Denise felt light-headed, and she knew that she was fading into unconsciousness. She hoped that Felicia would be too smart to come for her, but she knew that her friend would do what she could to save her life.
Tyrone listened as Ford threatened to kill his children.  Tyrone pulled his Glock from his waistband and fired two shots, hitting both men in the chest. He moved around Keisha and fired another round into each of their heads. Tyrone replaced his gun in his waistband. He turned and checked Keisha, she had been hit in the face several times, and her leg was bleeding where Ford had cut her with a switchblade to make her scream for Felicia. She was unconscious, but she was alive. He looked at the cut on her leg. The bleeding had slowed, and she would be alright when Felicia arrived, Tyrone thought, moving to Tony and pulled the contents of his pockets out. He found what he wanted. Tyrone grabbed the keys to the car outside and left.
**
“Keisha, Keisha. Wake up girl.” Denise grunted. Felicia lifted her head. “Come on girl wake up. Talk to me.”
“You shouldn’t have come,” Denise mumbled.  Felicia threw her arms around her, crying from happiness. Denise tried to open her eyes, but she couldn’t. They both jumped as the door was kicked open.
Felicia turned to the door to find several men wearing FBI vests coming into the room. She breathed a sigh of relief. “It’s okay,” she said to her friend. I didn’t come alone.” Denise tried to stay awake, but she closed her eyes knowing that she and Felicia were going to be okay.
The next time she opened her eyes, Denise was in a hospital bed with a doctor standing over her. “Ms. Daniels, I’m Dr. Reynolds.” Denise tried to listen as the doctor went over her injuries, but she wanted to make sure that Felicia was okay. “My friend, Felicia, I need to see her.”
**
Felicia touched Keisha’s hand, leaning down over her. “Hey.”
Denise opened her eyes, “Hey. You okay? What happened?” Denise was pretty sure that the handsome white guy attached to Felicia’s side was Perry.
Felicia quickly gave her an abridged version of what happened when she got to the house. “I need to talk to you alone,” Denise said softly.
“I’ll be right outside,” Perry said leaving the two of them alone.
Once Perry was gone Felicia asked, “What’s up?”
“You said there were two bodies. What happened to the third guy?”
“Third guy?” Felicia hadn’t seen anyone else there. “It was just the two of them.”
“There was another guy there. I never saw him, but…” Denise hesitated. “I think it was Tyrone.”
Felicia shook her head. “No. It couldn’t be. They beat you up pretty bad. I think you must have just passed out or something and it was a dream.”
Keisha squeezed her hand, “I could smell his cologne, and one of them said that he was right that I had an attitude.”
“Did you hear his voice?”
Denise sighed, “No,” then, she gripped Felicia’s hand and added, “But I know I’m right.” Her voice sounded strained.
Felicia could see that Keisha was becoming agitated and she didn’t want to upset her. “Okay. We’ll talk about it later. Right now, you need to rest.”
“Why would he be there?”
Felicia didn’t know, but if he had been there, he was the one to kill both those men. He’d saved Keisha and her too.
“We’re going to move her upstairs now. You can come back tomorrow during visiting hours,” a male nurse said as he situated her I.V. and unlocked the wheels on the bed.
Denise was asleep again before the orderly made it to the elevator.
**
When Denise opened her eyes the next morning, Clarence sat in the chair beside her bed, with his head back, mouth open, snoring loudly. The blanket he’d used had slipped down to his waist. It was apparent that he had been there all night.
Denise needed to use the bathroom. She pushed the covers back and started to move her leg until the pain in her thigh caused her to groan. Clarence was on his feet instantly, “What are you doing?”
Denise sighed. “I need to pee.”
Clarence came around the bed. “Let me help you.” Denise winced as he helped her move her legs to hang off the edge of the bed. She threw her arm over his shoulder and let him support her weight as she stood, trying to keep the pressure off her injured leg.
She was grateful for the hospital gown being open in the back as Clarence lowered her onto the toilet. He quickly left her, pulling the door to as he went. “I’ll be right out here when you’re ready.”
It didn’t take Denise long to do her business. She tried to stand, leaning on the base of the sink. She shifted adjusting her weight to her good leg. The auto-flush mechanism on the toilet startled her as she started the water to wash her hands. She knew that Clarence was there waiting to help her back to the bed, but Denise was determined to get there on her own.
The pain had startled her before, but now she knew what to expect. She took a step and realized that it wasn’t that bad. She could handle the pain. She pulled the door open, pushing Clarence’s hand away as he tried to help her. “I’m okay now.” She took her time limping back to the bed.
Once Clarence was sure that Denise was settled in her bed, he spoke. “What happened?”
Denise knew that he was referring to her FBI training. He wanted to know how they had been able to abduct her. “They got me from behind as I was getting in my car. It was late, and no one was around.” She hated the look on his face, the worry showing was evident as well as relief. “I’m okay.” She needed to get his mind off her injuries. “Tell me what happens now.”
Denise sat and listened as her father told her about reuniting Beverly with her family and that after leaving Beverly with them, he’d gone to the FBI office and handed over the disk drive to a man he trusted. Denise could hear the sadness in his voice as he talked about Beverly. She knew that her father would never admit to it, but Clarence had fallen in love with her. How could he not? They lived in the same house for years. He would never act on those feelings because he knew that someday Beverly would be with her family again.
Love sucked as far as Denise was concerned. She would never allow herself to fall in love with anyone. From what Denise had experienced throughout her life, it wasn’t worth the pain it caused. Beverly loved her husband and child, and yet she couldn’t be with them. Her father loved Beverly, and he couldn’t express it to her. Felicia loved Tyrone for a long time, and all he did was break her heart over and over. She also knew that she hadn’t been conceived in love. Her father had raped her mother. Love was a useless emotion in her book.
“I have to tell Felicia who I am,” Denise said laying her head back against the pillow.
Denise thought of the day she had met Felicia at Lincoln High School. Denise had enrolled as a transfer student from Colorado using the name Keisha Daniels. She made sure that she was in some of the same classes as Felicia. She never intended to get involved in her life, but Felicia approached her in the cafeteria at lunch.
Denise had been sitting alone at a table in the back. Felicia put her tray down across from her and took a seat. “Hey new girl.”
“Hey.”
“I’m Felicia Howell. You’re in my math class.”
“Yeah, so?”
“So, nothing. I know what it’s like to be the new kid. Thought you might like a friend.”
Denise didn’t know what to say to that. She sat there for a minute staring at the food in front of her. She had always had a sack lunch packed by Beverly. At that moment, Denise felt terrible. She had grown up with homemade lunches made by Felicia’s mother while Felicia most likely ate school made food. “I’m Keisha.” It wasn’t long before the two of them were nearly inseparable.
Her dad’s voice pulled her out of her memories, “It’ll be okay.”
Denise hoped so. Though she had never intended it, she and Felicia had become good friends, and in some ways, they were family. She didn’t want to lose that. Felicia was one of the few people Denise had ever allowed to get close to her. She was afraid that the lies she had told over the last ten years would cause Felicia to hate her, to end their friendship.
**
Denise lay in the bed watching a channel that showed old shows from the eighties. Before her father had left her, the doctor came to visit and was going to let her go home the next day. Clarence had been happy to hear that. He insisted that she come back to his house in Fort Worth for a few days.
Felicia had called an hour ago and told her that she was coming to visit her. Denise had been a bundle of nerves, praying that their conversation would go well. Felicia had sounded happy on the phone. She had been reunited with her mother and father, and her family was now safe.
Felicia pushed the door to Denise’s room open. “Hey,” Denise said, when she saw Felicia coming in.
Felicia hugged her friend, “How are you feeling?”
“I’m good, but we need to talk.”
Felicia pulled a chair closer to the bed. She took her friend’s hand. “Okay.”
Denise took a deep breath and let it out. She was afraid of how Felicia was going to feel about her when she knew the truth. “I’m not who you think I am.”
“What do you mean?”
“My name isn’t Keisha Daniels. It’s Denise Samuels. I’ve been working with my father, Clarence. I work for the FBI or I used to.”
Felicia tilted her head to the side. “You mean the Clarence Samuels that my mother has lived with for the last twenty years?” She slipped her hand away from Denise’s. She was confused as a million things went through her mind.
“Yes. I was just entering the field about the time you were in your senior year of high school. Your mother helped raise me.” This was the hard part. Would Felicia understand that Denise was just as much a victim of circumstance as Felicia had been? The look on Felicia’s face twisted her stomach into knots. “Clarence and Wanda adopted me just before he met Beverly. He relocated to keep her safe, and Wanda died shortly after we moved here.” Denise took another deep breath. “Your mother was concerned about you and wanted someone to keep an eye on you. The bureau wouldn’t authorize it, and we knew it. I convinced Clarence to let me do it. I felt like I owed Beverly that much. We were close in age, and It would make your mother feel better, make her feel closer to you.”
Felicia folded her arms across her chest. Her heart hurt a little knowing that her mother had raised the woman that had become her best friend. It also hurt knowing that Denise had known that her mother was alive the entire time. “I don’t know what to say. I’m hurt even though I understand why you did it, why you lied to me all these years. It also hurts because you got the love and affection that I missed out on. You knew the entire time that my mother was alive, and you never told me. Jesus, we’ve been friends forever.”
“I’m sorry,” Denise said pleading with Felicia. Denise’s heart hurt. She didn’t want to lose Felicia’s friendship.
Felicia picked up her bag and went to the door, “I need a minute to wrap my head around this. Denise could do nothing as she watched Felicia wiping her eyes as she left the room.
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While on his break, Edwin went to the hospital cafeteria to grab a cup of coffee and to see what meatless dish he could have for lunch. He recognized the woman walking toward him. It was the woman he’d met the night Perry called him over to treat his girlfriend’s father. “Felicia, how are you?”
“I’m good, thanks.”
“And your father? You’re not here visiting him, are you?”
“No. My father is fine. Thank you for helping him. I’m here visiting a friend, I guess.”
“You don’t sound sure,” the doctor said with a chuckle.
Felicia smiled, “It’s a crazy story.”
“Maybe I can help. I’ll walk with you,” Edwin looked over her shoulder at the man standing behind her. “Is he with you?”
“Yes,” Felicia said starting to walk back towards Denise’s room. “The person I was visiting isn’t who she led me to believe, and I don’t know how I feel about it. She’s been spying on me for years, even if it was for a good reason. I guess I’m just not sure if I’m okay with it.”
“That is a puzzle. I guess you have to decide if you can forgive your friend for the deception. Is her friendship more important than the lie she told?”
Felicia stopped outside Denise’s room. She thought about what he said. The woman lying in that room had been like family to her. Her friendship was worth a hell of a lot more than the lie she’d told. She smiled at Edwin. “Yes.”
“Then forgive her.”
Felicia pushed the door open, “Come on, I’ll introduce you to my best friend.”
**
Denise lay her head back against the pillow, closing her eyes. Felicia hadn’t been gone long. She hoped that her friend would see that Denise had only lied to her because she had to. Felicia was like a sister to her. They’d been friends for ten years, even if Felicia had thought her name was Kiesha Daniels. Denise was still the same person she’d always been. She started to doze off and didn’t hear the door when it opened a few minutes later. A hand touched hers, “Denise.”
Denise opened her eyes hearing Felicia’s voice, but she looked past her to the dark-haired, white man with the chocolate eyes. He was hot and judging from his scrubs; he was a nurse or doctor. “I know this isn’t Perry, so are you just going to steal all the hot white men that come near you. What if I wanted this one?”
Felicia and Edwin laughed, “Denise Samuels, this is Perry’s friend. Dr. Edwin McAlister. He works here at the hospital. I ran into him while I was getting coffee.”
“What’s up doc?” Denise said with a flirty smile. “You single or what?”
Edwin grinned at her. “I think you need to focus on healing instead of asking strangers out.”
“You’re presumptuous. I haven’t asked you out yet. I have qualifiers, and until you prove that you're worthy, I’m just considering you, eye candy.” Denise liked the tint of pink his creamy skin turned with his embarrassment.
“Eye candy,” he said with a smile and snort. Then to Felicia, “I have to get back to work. Maybe the advice I gave you should be rethought,” he said turning to leave the room with a smile.
“Come back later in your street clothes. I want to see if you have any ass to grab hold of,” Denise roared as he exited the room.
Felicia stood next to the bed shaking her head. “You will never change, and that’s why I love you.”
“So, you forgive me?”
“I kind of have to. You’re my best friend and practically my sister. Besides who else could be my maid of honor?”
“Get the fuck out,” Denise shouted!
“He asked me this morning after breakfast.” Felicia went on to tell Denise all about Perry’s proposal and the reunion with her family. “All’s well that ends well,” Felicia said hugging Denise.
Felicia’s phone rang as she pulled away from Denise. She pulled it from her purse. “Hello.”
It only took Denise a minute to figure out who was on the other end of the call. She knew it was Tyrone the minute Felicia said, “It was you, wasn’t it?” Tyrone said something on the other end. “How could you? I thought you were better than that. Did you do it for money? Huh, did you watch them beat my best friend so that you could get a new whip, or blow up your bad boy rep in the hood?” Felicia shouted into the phone.
Denise wanted to know what the low life bug was saying. She could hear him talking but couldn’t make out the words. It didn’t matter. He’d been involved with those creeps, and that was all she needed to know.
“Okay, but you have to give me some time. I’ve got a bodyguard right now. Where ever I go, he goes. I’ll call you when I can.” Felicia ended the call.
“Are you nuts? You can’t see him,” Denise said with desperation.
Felicia faced her friend. “He’s my babies daddy. I need to hear him out. I owe him that much.” Felicia realized that Denise would be remiss if she didn’t tell someone that Tyrone was involved. Felicia went to her, taking her hand. “Promise me you won’t say anything to anyone just yet.”
Denise lay there with her lips pressed together. How could she make that promise and keep it? Tyrone was responsible for what had happened to her. He was the reason she was laying in the hospital now. Tyrone was also the reason that she and Felicia were still alive. She knew that just as surely as she knew that he was in that room last night. “I promise. I won’t say anything, yet. Just swear that you will be careful. I know that ultimately he saved me, but I wouldn’t have been there if it weren’t for him.”
“I swear,” Felicia said with a sigh.
“Now let’s talk about Dr. Sexy,” Denise said with a smile.
Felicia rolled her eyes at Denise. “I don’t know anything about him. Why don’t we talk about combing that mess on your head?”
She touched her hair and cringed. It was no wonder why the doctor had laughed at her. “Why didn’t you tell me that I looked a hot mess.” She eased off the bed and crept to the bathroom with Felicia following her. “Damn,” she said to her reflection!
Her long curly hair was knotted and matted. She could see bits of blood on her scalp at the edges. Her left eye was slightly swollen and colored black and blue. There was a cut under her right eye held together with surgical tape. Her mouth looked like she’d been stung by bee’s and not in a good way. She touched her face in several places. She was still tender, but she’d heal. “I need to wash my hair and shower.”
Felicia walked over to the shower stall and started the water. “I’ll help you shower, and do your hair.” Denise intended to do it on her own, but Felicia didn’t give her a chance to say anything. Felicia helped her out of her hospital gown and into the shower, making Denise sit in the shower chair.
The shower and shampoo were the easy parts. Getting the tangles out of Denise's hair was the challenge. Felicia tried to be gentle considering that Denise had head injuries, but by the time she’d finished, Denise needed pain medication for her throbbing head. “Sorry, but I couldn’t in good conscious let you walk around like that,” Felicia said as she handed Denise a glass of water to wash down the pain meds the nurse brought her.
“Thank you. I can’t believe you let me flirt with that man while I looked like who did it, what for, why, and please don’t do it again.” Denise popped the two pills into her mouth and followed it with the water before handing the cup back to Felicia.
“It doesn’t make a difference anyway,” Felicia said sitting down on the side of the bed. “You would only use him for sex and then toss him aside like you’ve done to every guy who has ever tried to get involved with you.”
That stung. Felicia was telling the truth. Denise had never allowed a guy to get too close to her and she had her reasons for it. So far, the rules that she’d created to keep her heart safe had worked successfully. “Yeah well, I’m not like you,” Denise said bumping her leg against Felicia’s butt.
Felicia slid off the bed, sitting in the chair. She crossed her legs. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
“It’s not an insult. You are a relationship girl. I’m not.” Denise hoped she hadn’t offended Felicia. “We’re just different.”
“Only because you live by those stupid rules you made up.”
“My rules aren’t stupid,” Denise said folding her arms over her chest and sticking her bottom lip out.
Felicia didn’t mean to offend Denise, “Stupid is a strong word. I just think that you need to talk to someone about your issues. It’s not healthy to keep people at arms-length. One day you’re going to find that one guy who makes you break all those rules. Then what are you gonna do?”
“Shoot him,” Denise said with a slow smile at her friend. Her rules were not childish. Denise had about twelve simple rules that kept her life just like she wanted it. She’d lived by these rules, and she was happy. Felicia was part of the reason she had those rules. She couldn’t tell her that. Denise didn’t want to hurt her feelings, but after seeing her continually making a fool of herself with Tyrone, Denise knew that she was right.
Now that Felicia had finally ended that relationship, she’d fallen right into another one. Denise had encouraged Felicia to have a sex-only relationship with Perry, but Felicia had fallen for him, and now they were planning to get married. Denise hoped that Felicia and Perry would be happy together, but everything Denise had experienced and seen of love, led her to believe that love wasn’t for her.
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Denise was ready to go home. The nurse had come by earlier and told her that she was waiting for the doctor to come to sign her release papers. Then she could leave. Clarence was stopping by her place to get her some clothes to wear home. The clothes she’d had on the night she was abducted where ruined. Her pants had been cut off by the doctors in the hospital, and her shirt had been covered in blood.
Knocking sounded from the door. Great, Clarence was there, and she could finally get out of the hospital gown and put on her clothes. “It’s open.” The door opened, but it wasn’t Clarence who entered.
“Good morning,” Edwin said as he crossed the room.
Denise smiled up at him, “Well if it isn’t Dr. Sexy. Let me guess; you came by to show me your stethoscope,” she said suggestively.
Edwin couldn’t help but laugh at the crude joke. “Not exactly and my name is Dr. McAlister. I just wanted to check in on you. I’m on my lunch break.”
Denise pouted, “You’re no fun.”
Edwin sat in the chair beside her bed, propping an ankle on top of his knee. “That’s what they tell me.”
“So, what’s up doc? Tell the truth. Why did you really come to see me?”
Edwin sipped his coffee and then lowered his cup. “Curiosity.” When he found himself standing in the hall a few feet from her door, he wasn’t sure why he was there. He didn’t know her, but she had made him smile with her lascivious attitude. She reminded him of his sister Ashley in a way. That was it. He missed Ashley who didn’t seem to have a filter on her mouth either.
Ashley was currently on tour with her marginally famous rock band. She was supposed to be home by the end of the week, but it wouldn’t be soon enough. Having Ash around took some of the pressure off him. His mother would spend her days trying to get Ash to conform to her standards, which meant that she wouldn’t have as much time to put pressure on him to propose to Tiffany.
“Curiosity,” Denise asked curious about why he was curious? “You know, curiosity killed the cat.” He smiled at her joke. “What are you curious about Dr. Sexy?” She hoped that he was curious about getting naked with her. Why else would he come to see her?
“Felicia has a G-man following her around, and you’ve got one outside your door. What happened to you?” Edwin looked at her and gestured to her face.
“I’ll tell you but what do I get in return?” She was a little disappointed. When he gestured at her face, she realized that he wouldn’t be attracted to her looking like a punching bag. The swelling had gone down some, but her skin was still multicolored.
Edwin hadn’t realized this was going to be a quid pro quo kind of conversation. “You answer my question, and I’ll answer a question for you.”
Denise pursed her lips and squinted one eye at him, “Okay.”
“You first,” Edwin said taking a drink from his coffee cup.
Denise silently debated what to say. She could tell him the truth, or she could have a little fun with him. “I’m super clumsy. I was trying something new, something I have never done before. I was walking, and I tried to chew gum at the same time. I lost my balance and fell down some stairs.” At first, Edwin didn’t say a word. He just stared at her, then he smiled. Taking another sip of his coffee, he watched her over the top of his cup. “Okay, the truth is that I was grabbed by some men who tortured me because they wanted something that I wouldn’t give them.”
Edwin looked her in the eye. She didn’t flinch or waver as she told him the truth. “What did they want?”
“Oh no Dr. Sexy. That’s two questions. You have to answer my question first,” Denise said shaking her head at him.
“Alright, what’s your question.” Edwin sat up in the chair putting both feet on the floor.
Denise smiled wickedly, “Is it true, what they say about white men, that you all like to eat pus…”
“Sorry It took me so long,” Her father said entering the room. Clarence stopped taking in the man sitting in the chair near his daughter.
Edwin stood and faced the man who’d interrupted them. Denise stuck her lip out, “Clarence this is a friend of Perry’s, Dr. McAlister. He works here in the hospital.”
“It’s a pleasure to meet you, sir,” Edwin said extending his hand to the older man.
“Same here,” Clarence said shaking the doctor’s hand. Then he turned to Denise. “The reason it took me so long is that I couldn’t find any underwear for you. The drawer you told me to look in was full of some stringy things with small patches of lace, so I stopped at Walmart and got you a five pack of cotton briefs.”
Denise felt like she was going to die from embarrassment. He’d bought her granny panties. She glanced at Dr. Sexy who was grinning at her from ear to ear. “Really, Clarence?”
“What,” He asked as he handed her the contents from the bags he carried in? “Has the doctor signed your release papers yet?”
“No,” Denise said trying to avoid Edwin’s eyes.
This must be her father, he thought. Edwin couldn’t help but snicker at Denise’s situation. “I should get back to work.”
“We aren’t finished. You owe me an answer.”
Edwin was at the door when he stopped and turned to look at Denise with a slow sensual smile. Admittedly, she didn’t expect him to answer the question in front of her father. Denise was grinning at him. She was challenging him. Denise thought that he would be too embarrassed to answer the question. “I think I know what you were going to ask, and the answer is that the particular group that you mentioned, is partial to visiting the downtown area for dining pleasure.”
Denise expected Dr. Sexy to avoid answering, but Edwin had responded to her question without using any vulgar terminology. “Do you spend much time dining downtown?”
Edwin grinned and winked at her, “Oh no Miss Lewd, that’s two questions.” Denise sat with her mouth hanging open as she watched him pull the door open and walked away. Dr. Sexy had surprised her. 
**
More than an hour later Edwin was still smiling at the look on Denise’s face when he left her room. Visiting her had been the high point of his day. He was entering his notes into the computer for his last patient when a white envelope landed on the table next to the keyboard. He looked up to find the ER receptionist walking away from him. “Thanks,” he yelled out to Lupita.
He finished entering his notes and then picked up the envelope. Dr. E. McAlister was scrawled on the front of it. He turned it over to find it sealed. He ripped it open and pulled out the tri-folded sheet of paper. It was a handwritten note.
Dr. Sexy,
I enjoyed our all too brief visit today. I’m available to you for further exploratory conversations. You’ll find my number below. Call me, if you want the answer to your second question.
Always,
Ms. Lewd
Her phone number was written underneath her signature. Edwin took a minute to reread the note before sliding it back into its envelope and then his pocket. The smile remained on his face for the rest of his shift.
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“Clarence, I’m going home, and you can’t change my mind,” Denise said looking up from the clothes she was folding and putting into her bag. Clarence was standing in the doorway watching her. He had followed her upstairs after she had cooked something for him and his guest Tyrone to eat for dinner. “I’ve been here long enough. I have to get back to my life.”
“What life? I thought that you were going to quit your job at the restaurant, Felicia doesn’t need you watching over her anymore. You could move back in here, and I’ll talk to someone about getting your job back at the FBI,” he said coming into the room to sit on the foot of the bed.
Denise loved Clarence, but she was not about to move home. She liked her independence. Denise would find another job on her own. She put the tee shirt that she had folded into the duffle bag and moved the bag to the floor so that she could sit next to him. She put her hand on his. “I am going to quit the restaurant, but I told my boss that I’d work Saturday night. He’s training some new wait staff, but Saturday is his busiest night of the week. I can’t leave him hanging like that. After that, I’ll look for a new job.” Solemnly Denise said, “I know that you miss her,” she was speaking of Beverly. “She’s been living here forever, but I like my apartment, and I’m not sure that I want to go back to the FBI.” Clarence smiled as Denise squeezed his hand.  “It’s time for me to have my own life and I think it’s time for you to do the same.”
Clarence knew that she was right. He did miss Beverly, but she was where she belonged, with her husband and child. He’d put his life on hold to look after her and keep her safe. Beverly had kept him going when Wanda died. She reminded him that he had a child to raise. She’d stepped in when he needed help the most. Beverly had become an important part of his life, and now she was gone. Clarence needed to find something else to do with his time.
“You’re right,” he said softly. Denise slipped her hand from his and hugged him, kissing his cheek.
She went back to packing her things as Clarence left the room. Denise’s phone beeped letting her know she had a message. She grabbed it from the top of the dresser, swiping the screen. The new text was from Felicia. She wanted to know how Denise was doing and to tell her that Beverly wanted to see her soon. Denise typed a reply and slid the phone into her back pocket as she crossed the room to look out the window.
She’d been home from the hospital for several days, and still, there was no call or message from Dr. Sexy. She thought that they’d had a moment the day she was released. That’s why she left the note for him with the ER receptionist, and that’s when she broke rule number one. Never flirt with someone unless you can control the outcome. Now she was feeling a bit foolish because she got the feeling that she’d never be able to control anything about Dr. Sexy. Most of her relationships were geared towards the physical. She was pretty good at keeping men off balance which allowed her to keep the relationship lite and fun, but she had enjoyed the short conversation with Edwin. Denise pushed thoughts of Dr. Sexy out of her mind and finished packing her things.
**
The minute Edwin stepped into his parent’s house on Saturday evening, he could tell that Ash was home. The atmosphere in the house had changed, but that’s not what alerted him to Ash’s arrival. It was the yelling coming from the second-floor hallway. Ash was yelling, “That’s why I stay gone all the time.”
His mother wasn’t yelling, but she wasn’t quiet either, “It’s time for you to grow up. If you insist on a music career, why can’t you do something with more class? Do you have to walk around looking like this? There are singers who haven’t marked their bodies up like this.”
Edwin was headed to the stairs when his father came down the hallway from his office. “Are they still at it?”
Edwin sighed, “Sounds like it.” Edwin climbed the stairs followed by his father.
The women were separated by about five feet of space. Edwin stepped around the corner and the minute Ash saw him, her anger dissolved. She smiled brightly at her brother, running past her mother to fling herself at him. Ash hugged him tightly, “I’m so glad your home,” she said over his shoulder. By the time she let him go, his father had taken his mother down the hall to their room. “I missed you.”
“I missed you too. Let’s get out of here and go grab a beer or something,” Edwin said with a slightly evil smile.
“I’ll meet you out front. I need to grab my jacket.”
Edwin started back down the stairs with a smile. When he came into the house and heard the argument, he figured that Ash had died her hair another bold color and she had, but what had shocked him to no end wasn’t the jet-black hair with hot pink highlights. It wasn’t even the fact that one side of her head was shaved. Ash had gotten a piercing in one nostril a long time ago, but it seemed that since Edwin had been away, she had added piercings to the bridge of her nose, her eyebrow, her septum and one just below her lip. In addition to the piercings, it looked as if she had gotten some tattoos as well.
Once they were in the car driving away from the estate, Ashley turned to look at Edwin. “Thanks for rescuing me. I hadn’t even unpacked, and she started in on me.”
Edwin sighed, “Ash, what did you expect? Did you think that you would come back, and she would have mellowed out?”
“No, but I wasn’t expecting her to start demanding that I remove my piercings. She’d have a heart attack if she knew about the ones in my naughty places.”
“Yuck!” Edwin exclaimed trying to wipe the image from his mind. Ash laughed.
“Have you ever had sex with someone pierced? Of course, you haven’t. You are too much like mom, but I’m telling you that if you did…”
“Okay, okay. That’s enough of that,” Edwin said cutting Ash off.
“Sorry. I forget how prudish you can be.”
“I am not.”
“Are too. You are just like mom.”
“Am not,” Edwin protested, falling into their old way of arguing.
“If you say so, but I can prove it.”
“I’m listening,” Edwin said glancing at Ash.
“You have never, ever done anything that wasn’t approved and sanctioned by mom,” Ashley was looking out the passenger window. “She wanted you to go to Stanford, you went. Mom wanted you to study medicine, you did. She said that you should be a heart specialist, and you are. Now she’s telling you that Tiffany should be your wife and I bet you that you’ll be engaged before summer and married within a year.”
Edwin glanced at his sister’s profile. “I did all of those things because it was what I wanted, and I don’t think that Tiffany is the woman I want to marry.”
Ash’s head snapped towards him. “Get the fuck out! What brought this on?”
Edwin humped his shoulders. There were a few things that made him think that Tiffany wasn’t the one, but he chose the one that made the most sense to him. “We’re not in love with each other.”
“Have you told mom that you don’t want to marry her?”
Edwin took a deep breath and let it out. “No.”
“That’s what I thought,” Ash said as if she was disappointed.
Edwin turned the car in the parking lot of the restaurant, “What does that mean?”
As he maneuvered the car into a parking spot, Ashley removed her seatbelt. “It means that you are never going to go against what she wants. It’s just not in your nature. She conditioned you early on to be a people pleaser or I should say a mom pleaser. You can’t help yourself.”
Edwin sat there for a second or two stunned as Ash got out of the car. He wasn’t a people pleaser, was he?
**
They had been sitting at their table for a while, and no one had taken their order. Edwin had brought the situation to the hostess’s attention. He and Ashley had been talking quietly for a bit to get caught up on what they had missed in the last year of their lives, so it wasn’t a big deal. The Manager had come over and apologized with the explanation that they were training some new staff. He promised to have one of his more experienced waiters handle their order and offered them a discount on the meal price.
In the time that they waited, he thought about what she’d said in the car. He would never have thought of himself as a people pleaser, but under the cold light of Ash’s scrutiny, he realized that she was right. Most of his life, he’d gone along with whatever his mother and father wanted for him. He knew that they wanted him to marry Tiffany. He’d never thought about what he wanted. He felt a bit of excitement as a world of possibilities opened before his eyes.
“Hi, I’m Keisha. I’ll be your server tonight.” He’d been introduced to her as Denise, but just now, she’d said her name was Keisha. He was confused. Maybe she used her middle name at work. He hadn’t contacted her, but he had thought about her over the last week. Her note was in his wallet, where it had been all week. Her face still had some bruising, and she still had a few scar marks, but they would fade with time. Her hair was pulled back into a curly ponytail. “I’m sorry you had to wait so long. If you’re ready, I’ll take your order now.” She didn’t look at him. She focused her attention on the woman sitting across from him.
When she turned to him to get his order, she avoided looking at him. “I thought your name was Denise?”
Denise had been avoiding looking at him out of embarrassment. Judging by the woman he was with It was clear why he hadn’t contacted her. Denise was not his type at all. She glanced at him. Big mistake, Denise thought as their eyes met. She couldn’t look away from him. “It is. What can I bring you to drink?” She wanted to get away from him, and the best way to do that was to get his food order.
Edwin had been surprised to see her as she walked across the room looking down at her apron, pulling out her order pad and pen. Then she saw him, and it was like she closed a door in his face. “I’ll have a glass of unsweet tea. He was driving, or he’d have joined his sister in having a beer. He gave her his food order, and she was gone.
“You know her,” Ash asked with a teasing smile?
“Not really,” Edwin said with some hesitation as he screwed up his face in a scowl.
“Details, I need the details.”
By the time Edwin had explained his association with the waitress, she had returned with their drink orders. He begged Ash to behave. Denise placed their drinks on the table. “Your food will be right out. I asked the chef to prioritize your order,” Denise said curtly.
Edwin watched her until she disappeared behind the door to the kitchen. When he turned to Ash, she was smiling wickedly at him. “You like her, don’t you?”
“No. We barely know each other. Her best friend is dating a friend of mine. That’s it.”
“Sure, it is,” Ash said nodding her head. “Why didn’t you call her?”
“I’ve been busy. I work twelve hours a day, and when I get home, I want to relax.”
“That’s a bullshit answer. You’re afraid of stepping out of the box of perfection mom has created for you. You get days off. You should ask her out,” Ash said sipping from her mug of beer.
Edwin rolled his eyes at his sister. He did get time off. The truth was exactly what Ashley had said about him. He was intrigued by Denise, but something in him knew that he would end up doing what his mother wanted. Edwin took a sip of his tea and looked Ash in the eye.
“I wish I could be like you, but…”
“But nothing,” Ash said interrupting him and leaning forward. Have you ever been on a date with anyone other than Tiffany?”  She knew the answer, but she wanted him to think about it. “Eddie, your thirty years old and you’ve only had one girlfriend ever and,” she paused, “you took off for doctors without borders to avoid the pressure that was being put on you to get engaged. You like this chick. Ask her out. Live a little.”
Edwin spent the rest of the evening thinking about what Ash had said to him. She was right about him never having dated anyone other than Tiffany. He’d been too busy doing everything that was required to get into Stanford and then medical school, and after that, his life was about being a doctor. He was never given any free time to pursue other interests.
He didn’t see Denise again except in passing. Another waiter brought out their food. She moved in and out of the dining room, but she didn’t come near their area again. She never even looked in his direction. His sister was right. He should ask her out. He should do what he wanted for a change.
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Denise took the last of her things from her locker and stuffed them in the bag she’d brought with her. The staff that had known her for the previous few years stood around, wishing her well. They were still calling her Keisha. She hadn’t seen the point in telling them her real name. After today, she probably wouldn’t see any of them again.
After she thanked everyone, she walked out with a few others who were leaving at the same time. She was almost at her car when her phone beeped with a new message. It would have to wait until she got home. She hated to admit it, but the memories of what had happened to her after being in this parking lot a little over a week ago, scared her.
She would overcome that fear. She knew that, but it didn’t stop her heart from racing and her palms from sweating. Clarence wanted her to speak to a psychologist, but Denise was determined to get through this on her own. She had done the hardest part. She went back to the place where her trauma had begun. Now Denise had to tell herself that it wouldn’t happen again because she would be more observant of her surroundings. She was confident that she could defend and protect herself. That’s why she would be interviewing for a position as a bounty hunter on Monday.
The drive home was smooth with little traffic. In the bedroom she undressed and put her things away where they belonged, throwing on an old pair of sweatpants and tee shirt. She slipped on her favorite pair of brightly colored toe socks and went to the kitchen. She pulled out the half bottle of wine that had been sitting in the back of her refrigerator and got a glass down from the cabinet, filling it with the delicious red wine.
Once she was settled on the sofa with the television playing an old action movie from the eighties, she dug her phone out of her bag to check the message. It was from Edwin.
Ms. Lewd,
I’m sorry that it took me this long to contact you, but I would still like the answer to my second question. Let me know when you’re available to continue our exploratory conversation.
Dr. Sexy
Denise read the message a second time and then put the phone on the coffee table. The only reason he’d sent the message was that he’d ran into her at the restaurant. She would not respond. Besides, he’d been with another woman. He had a lot of nerve sending that message to her. She no longer felt like Ms. Lewd where the doctor was concerned.
Denise tried to focus on the cop on the screen and his crazy antics as he tried to solve whatever case he’d fallen into, but her cell phone was in her line of sight. “I’m not going to reply to him,” she said aloud, trying to force herself to watch the action on the screen. During the commercial break, Denise picked up the phone and put it back on the table a few times. “No,” she told herself the third time she put the phone back on the table. What she needed was another glass of wine, Denise thought. A bottle and a half of wine later, she couldn’t talk herself out of sending him a message. Her fingers flew over the tiny keyboard.
**
Edwin was sitting in bed watching a movie on cable with his phone next to him. He had sent her the message almost two hours ago, and she hadn’t responded. Maybe she was sleeping, or perhaps she thought that Ash was his girlfriend, He was ready to turn the television off and call it a night when his phone vibrated and pinged that he had a new message.
Dr. Jerkenstein,
Ms. Lewd isn’t available. So, there will be no more exploratory conversations. Going forward, know that any messages received will be filed in the waste of time folder, where they will instantly be deleted.
Sincerely yours,
Ms. Too Through.
“Dr. Jerkenstein,” Edwin said aloud. He’d screwed up. Edwin didn’t like these new names. He sat thinking of what he might say to her. Then he sent another message.
Ms. Too Through,
Dr. Sexy was disheartened by your last communique. He hopes to redeem himself and asks that Ms. Lewd consider dining with him to discuss his horrible behavior. He hopes that eating crow will appease Ms. Lewd.
Sincerely,
Dr. Jerkenstein
Edwin smiled as he sent the message. He thought it was clever and he hoped that Denise would think so too. She had surprised him with her response. It was witty and let him know exactly what she thought of his behavior. He sat watching his phone like it might vanish if he looked away from it.
Just when Edwin thought that she really would delete all his messages without responding, his phone came to life in his hand. He took a deep breath and opened the message.
Dr. Jerkenstein,
Ms. Lewd is currently unwilling to commit to any meetings with Dr. Sexy. I, however, will take a meeting as I have never seen anyone sufficiently eat crow and live to tell the tale, but Dr. Sexy should be made aware that I am not easily swayed.
Still,
Ms. Too Through
Edwin found himself grinning as he read her message. This was exciting to him. He sent another message with the details of when they could get together. He hoped that she would be willing to see him the next day. He was off from the hospital, and he had enough time to make the necessary arrangements.
Ms. Too Through,
Dr. Sexy is grateful to you for your generosity. He hopes that you are available tomorrow for a late lunch at 2 pm. If you provide your address, a car will be sent for you.
Dr. Notso Jerkenstein
Her response was much faster this time, and it included a street address.
Dr. Notso Jerkenstein
Don’t get ahead of yourself. I wonder if your middle name is Smooth. What time shall I expect the car?
Ms. Too Through
4312 Melody Lane Bldg. 43
Edwin chuckled as he read it. Dr. Notso Smooth Jerkenstein. At least he knew she had a sense of humor and was quick on her feet. He replied one final time.
Ms. Too Through,
The car will arrive to pick you up by 1:30 pm at the noted address. Dr. Sexy looks forward to seeing you.
Dr. Seriously Notso Jerkenstein.
**
Denise groaned and twisted in her position on the couch. She tried to pull the covers over her head, but as she felt around, she couldn’t find them. Denise tried to block out the light using her forearm, placing it over her eyes. She moved her arm blinking against the light as the music from a popular Sunday morning news show sounded in her ears.
Denise was still in the living room. She must have fallen asleep watching a movie last night. Denise sat up glancing at the two empty bottles of wine on the table next to her phone. She picked up her phone, touching the button to bring up her welcome screen. Nothing happened. It was dead.
She got up grabbing the bottles and her glass from last night, taking them into the kitchen. She returned taking her phone to the bar to plug into the charger. Her mouth tasted foul. She needed to brush her teeth. She wanted to get rid of the sour taste of old wine.
After brushing her teeth and showering, she returned to her bedroom. She put on an oversized tee shirt, towel-dried her hair, applying a leave-in conditioner since she was going to let it air dry. Her stomach grumbled from hunger. She hadn’t eaten anything since before she went to the restaurant the day before. As she passed the bar on her way into the kitchen, Denise stopped hitting the power button on her phone.
After the phone had rebooted, she watched as the status line filled with alerts from the various social media sites she was on, and alerts from her messaging application. She cleared all the Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter alerts then she checked her text messages. The most recent message was from a number she didn’t know. It was from just after midnight.
After reading it, Denise realized that she had drunk text Dr. Sexy last night. She quickly went back reading all the text messages they’d sent back and forth. Denise had agreed to go on a date with him today. She checked the current time. It was almost noon. She wanted to cancel the date, but she also wanted to see him again. She blew out a slow breath, laying the phone down. She’d broken rule number two and three. Never send a text to a hot guy after the third glass of wine and never go on a date. Hookups where okay, that was just about sex, but a date meant talking and sharing, getting to know each other and that was a definite no-no.
When was she ever going to learn that texting and drinking didn’t go together? Denise had vowed never to send a drunk text again after the one she sent to a guy named Dan. The text had said, “I’m naked and lonely, what should I do about it?” Denise got the message back that said, “Try not texting me by mistake.” She had sent the message to her Dad instead of Dan. She’d been mortified and had vowed to never use her phone after drinking.
**
“My goodness, you would think you’ve never been on a date before,” Ash said to her brother as he changed his clothes again. He’d tried on three different suits complaining that neither of them was right. “What’s wrong with this one?”
“She agreed to have lunch with Dr. Sexy. This is more Jerkenstein than sexy,” Edwin said taking the Jacket off and tossing it on the bed with the other’s he’d tried on. He looked at his sister who sat on the floor Indian style a few feet away from him. “I’m surprised that she hasn’t canceled on me.”
Ash jumped to her feet, going to his closet. She flipped through the clothes hanging on one side. “She likes you, or she wouldn’t have responded in the first place. “Your problem is that you are thinking too hard about the whole thing. You need to relax. Here, put this on,” Ash said tossing a pair of jeans to him. “Just do it,” she added when he started to protest. “And take off the button down. I’ll be right back with a shirt you can wear.”
Edwin watched his sister as she left the room. He removed his slacks and put on the jeans. He hadn’t worn them since he’d gotten back from his trip. They were faded and soft with a few threadbare areas. Ash returned, handing him a black tee shirt. Edwin took it from her holding it up to see the design on the front. In bold white print, it said, “I’m Sexy, and I know it.”
Ash laughed when he looked from the shirt to her with exasperation. “I think it’s perfect. Based on the messages you two were sending, Denise has a great sense of humor. She will love it.”
Edwin removed the shirt he’d been wearing and pulled the tee shirt over his head. The shirt was small and stretched tight across his chest, but it was long enough to cover the top of his pants. Looking at himself in the mirror, he wished he’d had time to get his hair cut. With his fingers, he brushed back the locks that had fallen forward into his eyes.
“Now you look like Dr. Sexy. Just put on some sneaks, and you’re done.”
“Thanks Ash,” Edwin said going to his closet to grab some shoes.
“Where are you taking her?”
“I arranged something special.” That’s all Edwin was willing to say. He needed to get going. He picked up his brush, but his sister snatched it from his hand. “Hey!”
“Nope, you look hot just like this. You should take my car,” Ash said taking her keys from her pocket. “What’s sexier than a man in a sports car?”
Edwin pictured himself in her car and had to admit she was right. He took the keys from her. “Thanks.”
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Denise stood in front of her bathroom mirror staring at her reflection., She looked good. At least her skin was mostly the same color. She only had a few light bruises that hadn’t healed yet. She put some nude lipstick on and decided that she was as ready as she planned to be. She was Ms. Too Through after all. She wasn’t trying to impress him. She turned off the light and went to the living room to wait for her ride. Her phone beeped. She grabbed it from the table and checked the message.
Ms. Too Through,
Your car has arrived. Dr. Sexy is waiting for you.
Denise didn’t respond, slipping her phone into her purse she picked up her keys off the table by the door. She stepped outside, closing the door and locking it. When she turned, she froze looking down from the second floor to where Dr. Sexy leaned against a gleaming red Mustang convertible, looking like an advertisement for some super manly cologne or something.
He was wearing mirrored sunglasses, and his hair was messy, and wisps of it, moved in the light breeze. His arms were folded across his chest, and his ankles were crossed. He looked yummy as he smiled up at her. Denise swallowed and turned her eyes away from him going to the stairs at the end of the building.
Edwin’s heart ramped up at the sight of her and felt like it was going to break out of his chest. He was nervous, and he hoped she wouldn’t be able to tell. All the way to her apartment, he’d been worried that she would call or text canceling their date.
When he arrived, he took a minute to get his nerves under control. Then he sent her the text and positioned himself against the car the way his sister had told him to. Ash had said that he would know if he’d mastered the Dr. Sexy persona if she did a double take when she saw him. She hadn’t done a double take, but she’d stopped in her tracks and looked him over.
He remained in his sexy pose as she came down the stairs. Edwin was definitely having lunch with Ms. Too Through. Denise had pulled her hair back from her face in a tight bun at the back of her head. She didn’t seem to be wearing make-up, but she didn’t need it.
As she got closer, Edwin took in her whole appearance. The long, maroon, fitted skirt hugged her hips, with a slit on one side that exposed a flash of thigh as she walked. Her white shirt was buttoned up to her collar, and the click of her maroon suede ankle boots made a beat that said she would have no nonsense. There was no smile, but Edwin did detect a smirk as she stopped in front of him. He stood to his full height of just over six feet. Unfolding his arms, he opened the passenger door for her. She eased past him and slid into the seat. Edwin closed the door and jogged around to the driver’s side.
He started the car and let the windows up. Edwin didn’t want the wind to assault them since the top was down. He smiled, turning to her. “Thank you.”
“For what?” Denise said turning to look at him as he pulled into traffic.
“For being visually stunning,” Edwin said, his eyes roaming over her.
Denise rolled her eyes at his compliment. It was hard for her to keep from smiling, but she managed it. “You’re lucky I came at all. I wasn’t exactly in my right mind when I sent you those texts last night.”
“Is that so?”
Denise glanced at him. “Yes. I had a few glasses of wine, and I was a little tipsy.”
“Well then, I’d say my timing was perfect. I am sorry about not contacting you sooner.”
Neither of them said anything for a while. Edwin wasn’t sure how to explain his reasons for his behavior. As they approached their destination, Denise turned to him, “Were you on a date last night?”
Edwin smiled, “No, that was my sister. Her name is Ashley.”
“You two seem like night and day.”
“We are.”
As Edwin turned the car, Denise sat up a little looking out the front window. “Are we going to the lake?”
“Not exactly,” Edwin said with a smile. “The Arboretum.”
“I’ve never been here,” Denise said glancing around as they drove through the gate into the parking area. Edwin was amused. She was looking all around like a kid at an amusement park. He parked the car and let the top up. Edwin locked the top on his side and then leaned past Denise to lock down her side of the vehicle.
Denise inhaled just as he leaned close. He smelled clean and woodsy like he’d been walking through the forest on a warm spring day. Once he’d locked the top down, he exited the car and came around to open her door for her. Edwin’s hand was warm as she placed hers in his, getting out of the car. A current of electricity zinged her as it flowed from him through her. She expected him to let go of her hand, but he didn’t, he held on to her as they made their way inside the main entrance.
Inside the lobby, Edwin released Denise’s hand. “Be right back,” he said pushing his shades up on his head.  He walked to the reception desk and spoke with the woman there. Denise glanced around at the images of the various gardens the arboretum contained while she waited. She had heard of people having weddings here. Some of the photos showed different gardens set up for ceremonies. Edwin returned, and they followed an employee of the arboretum as he took them through several smaller gardens and a courtyard before announcing their arrival at the woman’s garden.
There were fountains, pools and a large flat green area surrounded by tall hedges, trees and some of the most beautiful flowers Denise had ever seen. Their guide led them down to the flat green expanse where a picnic had been set out on the grass. “Enjoy your lunch.” The man said with a smile. Then he turned and left them alone.
Edwin took her hand again, leading her to the edge of the grass. He knelt in front of her, lifting her feet one at a time, removing her shoes. Edwin used one hand to hold her calf and the other to slip her shoe off. Her leg was soft and warm in his hand. He noticed the intake of breath she made as his hand touched her skin.
When his hand touched her leg, she felt the same electrical zing that she’d felt when he touched her hand at the car, but this time it shot up her leg and brought her center to life. She inhaled holding her breath, willing herself to calm down. She felt the same thing when he removed her other shoe. She was grateful when he was no longer touching her.
It was the perfect weather for a picnic, even though it was officially still winter. That was the cool thing about living in Dallas. You could have weather in the high sixties and low seventies during the winter months. When he had taken his shoes off, he led her across the grass to the blanket. Once they were seated, Denise looked around them and then at Edwin. “This is incredible.”
Edwin smiled at her and pulled dishes out of a large wicker basket, placing them between the two of them. “I’m glad you like it.”
“I didn’t know you could have a meal here.”
“Under special circumstances, you can. They rent out sections of the gardens for events and weddings.”
“They rent out the gardens for dates?” Denise couldn’t believe it.
“Not exactly for dates like this, but I was able to pull a few strings,” Edwin said. He didn’t want to admit that he’d used his mother’s connections to make this happen. He uncovered a dish and offered it to Denise.
Denise smiled at the offering he held out to her. The dish was filled with a variety of fruit: strawberries, grapes, pineapple chunks, and others. Edwin handed her a fork. She chose a piece of pineapple. Edwin watched as she took a bite. She moaned, “It’s so sweet and juicy.” Edwin tasted the fruit, and he agreed. It was delicious. “Don’t think that plying me with delicious food is going to win me over easily,” Denise said getting back to the reason for this beautiful setting.
Edwin chuckled, “I didn’t think it would be that easy, Ms. Too Through. I am sorry. I thought about contacting you several times.”
“Then why didn’t you,” Denise asked snagging a strawberry from the dish?
He liked that she didn’t hold back, that she said what was on her mind. Edwin took a napkin and wiped his mouth. “Because at times I feel like my life doesn’t belong to me.” He knew that his statement sounded mystifying. “I have responsibilities, and I’ve always done what I thought was responsible.”
“So, talking to me is irresponsible?”
Edwin realized that he’d said the wrong thing. “No, that’s not what I meant. Certain expectations have been set for me, and I have obligations, and sometimes it prevents me from thinking of myself first.” Denise didn’t say anything. “I told you that my sister and I are like day and night. Ash does whatever she wants. I’ve always done what is expected.”
Denise smiled, “So you’re a momma’s boy? You probably still live at home too.” The look Edwin gave her confirmed it, and she shook her head laughing.
Edwin smiled. “I have been out of the country for a year. I came home, and well I haven’t had time to look for a place.” He was lying. It had never occurred to him to move out on his own. Why should he? He had everything he needed at his parent’s house.
“I’m curious, does your mother still pick out your clothes and do your laundry, cut your steak for you?”
Edwin screwed up his face at her question. His mother occasionally picked out his clothes, but she didn’t do his laundry. The housekeeper did that.  “Why don’t we talk about you? You never did tell me what those guys were after, the ones who roughed you up.”
As Denise answered his question, Edwin laid out the main course of their lunch and pulled a bottle out of the basket. Denise noted that it was sparkling cider and not alcohol. When She finished telling him her story, Edwin uncovered the main course and laughed at the face Denise made when she saw the food. “Yours is a hen. I’m a vegetarian. Mine is tofu. I hope this will serve as a suitable replacement for crow.”
As they ate their meal, Edwin asked, “What’s next for you?”
Between bites of food, Denise answered him. “I have an interview for a position in law enforcement tomorrow.”
“Oh yeah, doing what exactly.”
“Chasing down bad guys. I’ve applied for a job with a private investigation firm as a bounty hunter.”
Edwin stared at her for a second or two, “A bounty hunter?”
“Yup.”
“Like that guy on cable. You’re going to go out and apprehend criminals, bail jumpers?”
Denise smiled at the surprise in his voice. “Yes. It won’t be quite the same. I’ll also work as a private investigator. Most of my job will be tracking people down.”
“Aren’t you concerned about …” Edwin didn’t want to say it out loud, but she should be worried about getting hurt.
Denise knew what he wanted to say. She wasn’t afraid of being hurt physically. “Sometimes you have to face things head on. What about you? Have you always wanted to be a doctor or was there something else you wanted to do?”
Edwin explained, “I like working in the ER, but my career has been planned out since I could walk, and I am supposed to be transitioning into a private practice among other things.”
His voice seemed to fall flat when talking about having a private practice. “It doesn’t sound like you want that,” Denise said before sipping from the glass he’d poured for her.
Edwin wiped his hands on the napkin on his lap. “I’m not sure that I do,” he admitted, looking out past the grass to the pool of water on the other side.
“Then don’t do it. Do what you want.” Denise lightened the mood saying, “I just realized that I had answered your second question from our talk in the hospital, but you haven’t answered mine.”
Edwin turned meeting her gaze with a smile, “You’re right. You asked if I enjoyed dining out.” He said it playfully.
Denise put her dish aside cleaning her hands. “Well Dr. Sexy, my question was…” she paused, laying her hands in her lap in a very graceful manner. “Do you like eating out and you know exactly what I mean.”
Ms. Lewd was back. Edwin grinned at her, licking his lips and then answered, “I enjoy a box lunch from time to time.” Denise hid her smile, or at least she tried to. his cheeks flooded with color and she gave up trying to keep a straight face. She laughed, and Edwin laughed with her. Once they stopped giggling, Edwin said, “We should clean this up. I only rented the garden for an hour.”
They replaced all the dishes inside the basket before Edwin stood and held out his hand to assist Denise to her feet. He pulled gently and found himself looking down into her luminous hazel eyes. Edwin held her burning gaze for a moment or was it an eternity? Then his gaze shifted lower to her lips.
His breathing had changed, and it seemed as if he couldn’t get air in his lungs. His eyes drifted back to hers. Her gaze was hooded, and her eyes looked more brown than green. She didn’t seem to be breathing at all. Edwin’s head lowered, he had to taste her sweet lips. Before their lips met, Denise stepped back moving out of his reach crossing the grass to put her shoes on. “I’ll meet you at the car. I need to use the lady’s room before we go,” She said with her back to him.
Breathe girlfriend, just breathe, Denise told herself as she walked away from Edwin to find her way to the lady’s room. She wanted to kiss him, she really did. It was just too intense, the look in his eyes wasn’t the look she was used to seeing. The way he looked at her scared her. He wasn’t just looking at her. She felt like he was looking into her like he could see her soul. 
**
Edwin watched her walking back in the direction they had come from. He sighed heavily. He didn’t know what had happened. Maybe she was reverting to their game. She had started this date as Ms. Too Through, but at some point, he’d seen a glimpse of the woman from the hospital bed. Ms. Lewd had made an appearance, but when Edwin moved in for a kiss, Ms. Lewd was gone. He cleaned up the space and walked back to the car.
When Denise walked out of the entrance, Edwin had resumed his Dr. Sexy pose against the car. Sunglasses firmly in place, so that he could watch her without fear of her seeing his eyes. It was Ms. Too Through that exited the building. She strode towards him with the same no-nonsense walk she’d displayed at her apartment. There was no smile on her beautiful face as she stopped in front of him. Edwin stood and opened the car door for her. “Thank you,” Denise said getting into the car.
The silence between them was deafening as Edwin drove back to her place. He wanted to know what he’d done wrong, but he couldn’t bring himself to ask. He glanced at her from time to time. She kept her face turned away from him. He turned the radio up. Maybe some music would lighten the mood a bit. He’d been listening to a satellite station that played country music.
As the music filtered through the speakers and filled the car, and Edwin sang the words along with Sam Hunt. The song had already started, and he’d missed his favorite part at the beginning, but he joined in on the chorus. “I don’t want to steal your freedom. I don’t want to change your mind. I don’t have to make you love me. I just want to take your time.”
Denise refused to look at him as he sang with the radio. He was off key in some places. As he sang the next verse, he grabbed her hand pulling it to make her look at him as she turned away. She rolled her eyes at him, snatching her hand away from him. Before the song ended, she turned the volume down. “That was really corny.”
Edwin laughed which, he noticed, caused her to smile. “You want to tell me what I did to mess things up back there?”
Her smile faded, and she turned back to the window. “You didn’t do anything. I just got the sense that you’re thinking that I’m interested in having a relationship with you.”
“Is there something wrong with that?” Edwin gripped the steering wheel a little tighter as he waited for her answer.
It took her a moment to verbalize her thoughts. “Yes. I don’t do the boyfriend thing.”
“What does that mean?” Edwin was confused. She had made comments as if she were interested in him. Was she saying that she didn’t like men, him in particular, or she didn’t like commitment?”
Denise turned to look at him. She needed to be clear with him about this. She had to make sure that he understood that she could only offer him a physical association. “I only have casual relationships that are mutually beneficial, if you catch my drift.”
Edwin understood precisely what she was saying now. Could he live with that kind of relationship? He didn’t think so, and he found it hard to believe that she could either. “Why?”
Denise didn’t feel like she had to justify it to him or anyone else. “I have my reasons. I’ve just found it better to live by a specific set of rules when it comes to men and relationships, that’s all.” They were turning into her apartment complex. When Edwin stopped the car, Denise got out and watched as he did the same coming around to her side of the vehicle. She looked up at him with a small smile. “Thank you for today,” Denise said turning to walk away from him.
Edwin took his sunglasses off and slipped them in the collar of his tee shirt. He wasn’t letting her get away that easily. Edwin grabbed her by the arm, spinning her. He looked into her eyes briefly. He saw it. It was the same look that she’d had at the arboretum, desire.
Denise hadn’t made a full step away from him when she felt his hand on her arm and then she was face to face with him. She stopped breathing as their eyes met. Denise was close enough to feel the heat coming off his body. If she leaned forward a few inches, she could kiss him. His eyes drifted from hers to her mouth.
Edwin wanted to kiss her, but instead, he said, “What if I don’t want to be just some guy you sleep with? What if I don’t want to play by your rules? What if I want more than that?” His gaze shifted back to hers.
Denise’s body shivered involuntarily. She swallowed the lump in her throat, licking her lips. “Well, I guess that we would go our separate ways.” That wasn’t an acceptable choice to Edwin. He raised his hand to her face, cradling it. His thumb brushed against her lower lip.
Denise’s eyes closed, then his lips touched hers and something in her sparked. His kiss was slow and intoxicating. His lips brushed against hers before he began to suck her lower lip. Denise reacted to him instantly. She meant to push him away, but her hands found their way up his chest and around his neck until she was pulling him closer. Their tongues danced against each other. Denise hadn’t realized that he’d removed his hand from her arm until she felt her hair coming undone and Edwin’s hand tangled in her tresses as the kiss intensified.
This had to stop. Denise slipped her arms from around his neck pushing herself away from him. Her chest heaved with the effort to breathe as she looked at him. He pressed his lips together. He wanted more, “Far sweeter than I expected.”
There wasn’t enough space between them; she thought as he licked his lips and looked like he was going to grab her again. She bent down grabbing her purse. She’d dropped it when he kissed her. “Dr. Sexy, I’m not sure that your behavior just now will redeem you in Ms. Lewd’s eyes.”  She hoped by reintroducing their game; it would control her rapidly beating heart and keep Edwin at bay. It was evident that he was precisely the kind of guy she’d developed her rules for.
Edwin’s smile was slow and deliberate. “If It doesn’t, I’ll have to ask for a do-over.” He moved a step closer to Denise.
“What makes you think that she’d grant your request?” Denise backed up for every step Edwin took towards her.
“I’m not sure that she would. Hope is a powerful thing, and that kiss gives me hope in abundance.” Edwin stopped moving towards her, realizing that she was determined to get away from him. Which, in his mind, meant that the kiss gave her hope too, a hope that she wasn’t ready for.
“Hope is overrated doctor, but I’ll pass your comments on to Ms. Lewd,” Denise said turning her back to him and walking away.
“When can I expect to hear from her,” he called out watching the gentle sway of her hips as she left him.
“Patience is a virtue,” Denise said as she reached the staircase. He’d be waiting a long time. She had no intention of contacting him again. Edwin was dangerous to her peace of mind. The kiss proved that.
Edwin smiled as he watched Denise go up the stairs. He waited until she closed the door to her apartment before getting back in the car and leaving.
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Denise felt like a coward. It had been more than a few days since she’d gone out with Edwin and she still hadn’t spoken with him. She was entering dangerous territory with him, and she knew it. He wasn’t like the other men she fooled around with, and that should have been enough to scare her away, but she liked him.
“Hey sweet cheeks, you all right? You look like you’re a thousand miles away right now.”
Denise looked up from the computer screen to Alec, “I’m fine.” Denise had been thinking about kissing Edwin again and doing other things with him as well. She was still trying to decide what to do about Dr. Sexy. Ms. Lewd was horny and wanted to play more tongue tag with him. Oh crap, she thought. She’d just broken rule four. She was fantasizing about a man she hadn’t slept with.
“It’s almost quitting time. Wanna grab a beer after work,” Alec asked sitting on the edge of her desk?
Denise smiled at Alec, “No thanks, I’ve got plans.” Alec Johnson was the oldest son of her boss Jacob, and a bounty hunter. He’d asked her out twice now, and she’d turned him down both times. Under normal circumstances, he’d have been just her type, muscled, sexy and not into a serious relationship, but Denise hadn’t been able to get the kiss with Edwin out of her mind.
“You got a boyfriend or something?”
Denise smiled turning her head to look at him. “Or something…”
Alec shook his head, “Well, if you change your mind, I’m right here,” he said sliding off the desk and walking towards the back of the office.
Denise liked her new job, even though she was on desk duty for the time being. She was filling in for Michelle, Jacob’s daughter who was out on maternity leave. Michelle had worked as a bounty hunter with her mother, father, and brothers until she found out she was pregnant. From that point on she had been the designated office person.
Her husband and father had been insistent on taking her out of the field, and now that the baby had arrived, they were sure she would remain in the office. That is why Denise had been hired. She was going to replace Michelle on the team once Michelle came back to work in a few weeks.
The Johnson family were an interesting bunch. Denise had the opportunity to meet Delores, Jacob’s mother after her interview. She had brought the team some homemade cookies. It was hard to imagine the leather wearing, pistol-packing woman as the cookie making type. She was semi-retired from the bounty hunting business. Denise liked her instantly. The interview was over, and Denise was sure that she had the job, though J.J. hadn’t said so yet. Denise was being introduced to everyone. Delores had come in with a box and carried it past her into the break room.
“Is this the new hunter?” She put the box on the table and came back to Denise. She grabbed Denise’s chin. Moving her head from side to side, examining her face, “Looks like you’ve seen some action lately.”
“A little,” Denise said when she let go of her face. Denise was surprised by Jacob’s mother. Jacob was a toasted caramel color with dark brown eyes and his mother was much darker, with platinum blonde hair and amber colored eyes. To see them together you would never have thought they were related. She was intense and spoke her mind. Denise liked that about her.
Delores stared into her eyes. “You single? My baby boy could use a good strong woman in his life.”
Denise wasn’t sure who she meant. She was certain that it wasn’t Jacob. He had a wife, Robin or R.J. as everyone called her. She could be referring to one of her grandsons, Alec, Mateo or Drake. “Really Nana D,” Drake said as he passed them to grab some cookies?
“What, she’s pretty, and by the looks of it, she’s tough.”
Jacob laughed, “Ignore my momma. She’s always trying to find a wife for Alec. Denise this is Delores Johnson.”
Denise shook the older woman’s hand, “It’s a pleasure to meet you, ma’am.”
“Call me Nana D., honey.”
After that Denise was welcomed to the team and she started work the very next day. They’d been having a hard time finding someone who could take over for Michelle. Denise was a natural at tracking people down, and that’s where the team had intended to keep her for a while, at least.
Denise pulled out her phone and laid it on the desk next to the keyboard. She needed to stop acting like a wuss and just let Dr. Sexy know he was forgiven. Denise unlocked her phone, opening the message app and typed her message.
**
Edwin poured himself a cup of coffee and moved away from the coffee pot to add some sugar and powdered creamer. His phone vibrated in his pocket. He pulled it out and smiled as the lock screen showed a message from Denise.
Dr. Sexy,
Ms. Through and I have talked regarding your outing on Sunday afternoon, and after careful consideration, you have been granted a pardon.
Ms. Lewd
Edwin leaned back in his chair and thought for a moment before typing his reply.
Ms. Lewd,
I’m delighted that I have been forgiven. It must have been a difficult decision considering that it took three days to deliver it. Let's get together to celebrate your generous nature.
Dr. Sexy
He drank his coffee while he waited for her response. Edwin had spent the last few days hoping that she would contact him. He had told himself that if she hadn’t responded to him by Thursday morning, he would contact her. His phone lit up and buzzed against the table.
Dr. Sexy,
It was a hard decision to make, especially since you kissed Ms. Too Through at the end of your meeting. Ms. Through, however, insisted that the kiss wasn’t meant for her. She insists that the kiss was obviously for Ms. Lewd. I’m curious to see if your kissing style is consistent. How do you propose we celebrate my generosity?
Ms. Lewd
Edwin typed his message, and while he waited, he fixed a second cup of coffee.
Ms. Lewd,
Since I planned our last date, I think you should plan this one.
Dr. Sexy
Her response wasn’t quick. Edwin had returned to the emergency room and was examining a child with a high fever when he felt his phone vibrating in his pocket. After writing up and order to have some blood work done, he left the room and checked his phone.
Dr. Sexy,
I do not go on dates. I go on outings. This is not a date. It’s a test of your manhood. When are you available?
Ms. Lewd
Test of his manhood? Edwin wasn’t sure what that meant, but he was sure that it would be an experience to remember. He texted her his off days and went back to work.
Ms. Lewd,
If a kiss happens during an outing or at the end of it, it is a date. WE had a DATE, and I plan to make this another DATE. I am available Friday and Sunday.
Dr. Sexy
A few seconds later he received another message from Denise.
Dr. Sexy,
There is no need to text in SHOUTY CAPITALS. I can see just fine without them. By the way, Sunday works for me. I’ll let you know what time as soon as I figure out what we’re doing.
Ms. Lewd
Denise sighed as she sent the last text to Edwin. What was she doing? Had she lost her mind? She was engaging in relationship behavior. This was so unlike her. Maybe she needed to go back to the hospital to have her head examined. Was there such a thing as a delayed concussion? She didn’t have time to contemplate the possibilities. Her phone rang, and she put thoughts of head injuries and sexy doctors out of her head.
**
“This is one of the best hamburgers I’ve ever had, Perry said picking up his food to take another bite. “you sure you don’t want one?”
Edwin looked at him, turning up his lip and shaking his head. “No thanks.” The thought of swallowing a huge amount of flesh soaked in grease was not his idea of tasty. “How are things with your girlfriend?” Edwin was quite happy with his fries and salad.
Perry set his burger down and wiped his mouth. “She’s not my girlfriend; she’s my fiancé.”
“Whoa,” Edwin said sticking his hand out to Perry. “Congratulations. When did this happen?”
“About a week ago. I did it in front of the whole family.”
“Sweet, and she said yes? I thought she was a smart girl, but now I’m not so sure,” Edwin said dipping a fry into some ketchup.
“You didn’t talk to her for more than a minute, that night. You wouldn’t know how smart she is.” Perry continued to eat his hamburger.
“I talked to her at the hospital when she introduced me to her crazy friend.” Edwin smiled as he forked some salad and put it in his mouth.
“Hold up. I saw that.”
“Saw what?”
“That smile. Are you feeling Felicia’s friend?” Perry said wiping his hands and sipping his soda.
“Who, Denise?” Edwin shook his head, and then he smiled again.
“You are,” Perry said grinning at him. “Come on, tell me what’s going on between you and her.”
Edwin toyed with his fries, “There’s nothing to tell. We’ve been hanging out a little.”
“Is that right? You’ve been going all the way out to Fort Worth to see her? I’d say that it’s more than hanging out.”
Edwin made a face, “Why would I be going to Fort Worth to see Denise? She lives about twenty minutes from the hospital.”
“I thought she was staying with her dad since she got out of the hospital,” Perry said confused. He could swear that Felicia had said she was visiting Denise in Fort Worth today. That’s why she hadn’t been able to see him until later.
“She did go to her dad’s place for a couple of days.”
Perry humped his shoulders, maybe he’d heard wrong.  “Thanks again for meeting me for lunch. I know we haven’t talked much in the last year or so, but I want you to be a groomsman in my wedding.”
Edwin smiled, “Of course, I will. Is this going to be a big wedding or what?” Perry and Edwin discussed the wedding plans while they finished lunch. Then Perry shifted the conversation back to Denise.
“What kind of hanging out are you doing?” Perry wiggled his eyebrows up and down.
Edwin pushed his plate aside. “Not what you’re thinking. I took her on a picnic at the arboretum, and we are going on an outing that she is planning on Sunday.”
“An outing?”
Edwin shook his head slightly while making a face. “Yeah. She refuses to call it a date. She told me she doesn’t do the boyfriend thing.” Perry chuckled. “What’s so funny?”
“That’s how Felicia and I got together, except there was lots of…” He wiggled his eyebrows again. “She didn’t want to have a relationship. She wanted to use me for sex.”
“So how did you get to being engaged?”
“At first, I was okay with our arrangement, but every time she’d run off, I wondered why. Then, one night her car breaks down on her way home from work, and she needed me. I took her home and met her aunt, and I realized that I wanted more than sex. I slowly inserted myself into her life and made her fall in love with me. I didn’t get the feeling that Felicia was a friends with benefits kind of woman, and I was right. She didn’t call it an outing, but she was determined not to get involved emotionally with me.”
“I told her that if you kiss at the end or during an outing, that it is a date. I also told her that I intend to make our outing Sunday a date as well. So, I’m pretty sure that she’s going to do everything in her power to keep from kissing me. She said that our outing is going to be a test of my manhood.”
“Good luck,” Perry said laughing.
“Thanks. I’m going to need it.” Edwin said nodding his head. “She says she has some sort of rules when it comes to men.”
“Rules? You know what that means, don’t you? It means that someone has done a real number on her and broken her heart.”
“You’re probably right.” Edwin said thinking about it. It must have been an awful experience for her, if it caused her to set up rules to keep herself from having feelings for anyone else. He would just have to show her that he was different.
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Edwin sat beside Denise as their host, Wallace Brigman drove and explained the layout of the obstacle course to them. Wallace had helped Denise train for her tests to become an agent in the FBI. Since that time Wallace had opened a facility that offered a variety of obstacle courses for fun. It was open to the public or courses could be rented for private events.
The course he was showing them, was a new addition and wouldn’t be available to everyone for a week or so. Edwin and Denise were testing the course and would provide their opinion on it after they were done.  It didn’t look difficult to Edwin. He was in great shape. He was sure that he would complete Denise’s test of his manhood with flying colors.
She had told him in her text, the day before, to come dressed for a workout. Edwin wore a grey tee shirt and loose-fitting black shorts that hung down to his knees with white socks and sneakers. Denise was wearing a white tank under her hoodie and brightly colored floral yoga pants with sneakers.
Wally, as Denise called him, stopped the Jeep Wrangler and got out. “This is your starting point.” He was pointing to a rock-climbing wall a few yards from them. “You’ll climb the wall, and at the top, you’ll take the zip-line down to the course. Your goal is to get the flag at the end of the course and bring it to where I’ll be standing. Whoever hands me their flag first wins. The only help you will have will be at the base of the rock-climbing wall, the top of the wall and at the end of the zip-line. They will help you get in and out of the safety harnesses. You must attempt each obstacle at least three times before you can skip it and move on to the next one. This is not a timed race. Any questions?” He handed them both a set of fingerless gloves. “Good Luck.”
“Yeah, what do I win if I beat her,” Edwin asked glancing at Denise as she took off her hoodie and placed it in the jeep.
“A tee shirt that proclaims that you won the new mud course and bragging rights,” Wally said with a chuckle, before getting back into the Jeep and driving away.
“That’s not good enough,” Edwin said to Denise as they started walking towards the wall. “I think the stakes need to be higher. I need some incentive.”
Denise smiled as she strolled along beside him, “You want to make a bet on the outcome.”
“Yeah. If I win, you have to explain these rules you have about dating, and you have to acknowledge that we,” Edwin put emphasis on the word we. “… are dating.” Edwin guessed that Denise wouldn’t agree to his terms. He was wrong.
“Okay, and what do I get if I win?”
Edwin hadn’t expected her to agree so readily. “I don’t know. What do you want?”
Denise turned to face him as they reached the wall. She knew what she wanted. She wanted him, naked and at her mercy. “If I win, I get you. No strings attached anytime I want.”
Edwin squinted an eye at her quizzically, “So, if you win, we have sex?” Denise nodded. Edwin didn’t see how he lost in the scenario. “What’s the catch?”
“I said no strings. That means we are not dating. It’s just about sex.” Denise had run most of Wally’s courses, so she knew what to expect. She was ready for this and she was determined to win.
Edwin stood thinking for a minute. “Deal,” he said holding out his hand to her.
Denise shook his hand, “Deal.”
**
Getting to the top of the rock wall wasn’t as easy as he thought it would be, even with the handles that had been strategically placed to assist the climber. He and Denise made it to the top at almost the same time. They quickly switched into the zip-line harness and helmets, with assistance from Wally’s staff. Denise was still putting her helmet on when Edwin grabbed the handles and jumped off the wall, racing through the treetops.
He reached the bottom only a few seconds before Denise. The first part of the ground course was a maze of rubber tubes that they had to crawl through. To his surprise, the tubes were irrigated and slippery. Edwin had a hard time getting traction. Once he got the hang of moving, he tried to move quickly. There was no way for him to know how Denise was doing, but he had a slight head start, and he didn’t want to lose it.
He found several dead ends and had to crawl backward and try a different route. Once he could see daylight ahead of him, he moved quickly. He got to the tunnel exit and stood, shielding his eyes against the light. Once he was able to see clearly, he found Denise dashing across the sand pit ahead of him.
Determined to catch up with her, he made a mad dash to arrive at the next obstacle, a twelve-foot high wall with a knotted rope hanging down it. Edwin grabbed the line high above his head and planted his right foot on the wall and tried to pull his body upward. His shoe slid down. He tried again, and the same thing happened. He glanced up at Denise who was near the top of the wall. Her shoes dangled across her shoulders, and Edwin realized that she was barefoot as she reached the top. She grinned down at him and stuck out her tongue.
That little sneak, he thought as he removed his shoes tying them together by the shoe strings. He stuffed his socks inside and tossed them over his shoulder and began his climb a third time. Now that he was barefoot and had traction, he moved as fast as he could to the top. Once there, He straddled the wall and positioned himself to go down the other side. The rope attached to this side had knots as well. The thing he noticed as he watched Denise putting her shoes on, was that instead of a bed of sand, there was an air mattress. Edwin was determined to catch up to Denise and to win their bet. He dropped his shoes and was satisfied that the airbed wasn’t shallow. He swung his legs over and moved half-way down before letting go of the rope to free fall to the bottom.
The next obstacle was a long plank of wood, sitting over a shallow pool of water. Denise was carefully making her way along the wood, but it looked as if she were having some balance issues. Edwin climbed up, and when he had his balance, he started to cross to the other side slowly with his arms stretch from side to side. He moved carefully, but quickly. He and Denise neared the end of the plank, and out of the corner of his eye, he saw his competition falter and then fall. Which meant she had to go back to the beginning. In his cockiness he wobbled, putting too much weight on one side and fell into the water.
Denise roared with laughter.
The second time, they both made it across to the next obstacle, the minefield. A cargo net was stretch from the end near them to the other side of a mud pit. Their goal was to navigate under it, on their bellies, to the other side without hitting a mine. Instead of blowing up when activated, these mines would release a paintball. Edwin was doing well crawling through the muck when he heard, “Fuck a duck!” He glanced over to see that Denise had red paint on her hand and the side of her face.  He laughed and continued. He was close to the exit when he hit a mine and was squirted with paint. Denise laughed and hit another mine.
By the time they made it out of the minefield between the two of them, they had set off several mines. They went through the next few obstacles with better success, swinging across a pit of mud on a long rope when Edwin slipped and fell, landing in the mud pit.
Denise had landed on the other side of the pit when she heard the splash and looked back. Edwin was groaning and was holding his side. She let go of the rope above her head, rushing to him. “Jesus. Are you okay?” She moved his hand aside to see how bad he was hurt, lifting his shirt.
Edwin wrapped his arm around her flipping her over in the mud, kissing her. Denise resisted only for a moment. Her resistance melted away as he nibbled on her lips, teasing her with his tongue. She stopped trying to push him away and slid her arms around his neck gripping the back of his head. She moaned as Edwin slipped his hand between them squeezing her breast. As much as he like the sound, he pulled back looking into her eyes. He leaned close to her, placing his hands beside her body. In her ear, he whispered, “We kissed.”
Before Denise could protest, Edwin pushed himself up grabbing the rope, propelling himself forward and over the pit. He yelled out, “That makes this a date!” Edwin didn’t bother to look back. There was only one obstacle left. He smiled as he jumped into the water where his flag floated on a small buoy in the center. He swam to it, snagging the flag from its holder.
Wally pronounced him the winner, and he finally turned to find Denise swimming towards the edge of the pool with her flag in hand. She presented her flag to Wally. “You cheated.”
She didn’t sound angry. She had a slight smile on her face.
“I didn’t hear anyone say that cheating wasn’t allowed,” Edwin said pulling her into his embrace. “We are dating. Now you say it.”
Denise rolled her eyes at him, mumbling under her breath. “We are dating.”
Edwin cupped his ear, “Did you say something? I can’t be sure of what I heard.”
Denise looked him in the eye. “We are dating.” There went another rule. Never ever admit that it’s more than sex.
**
After giving Wally their opinion about the course, He led them to the shower stalls to clean up. It was at the back of the main building, a large room with several rain forest shower heads and drains in the floor. Wally explained that they could rinse the majority of the mud and paint off without getting undressed. When they were done there, they would move through to the next room, which was private and housed individual shower stalls and attached dressing rooms. He’d placed the clothes that they had brought with them there. “I’ll meet you out front when you’re done,” Wally said leaving them.
They stood a few feet apart while the water rained down on them. “I can’t believe you cheated,” Denise said kicking off her shoes and trying to get the mud out of her hair.
“It was worth it,” Edwin said removing his shoes and coming up behind her, helping her with her hair. Most of the mud and paint had run down the drain. He turned her around and slid his hands down to cup her butt, lifting her. Denise wrapped her arms around Edwin’s neck and her legs around his waist, smiling as his lips grazed her jaw. Her skin tingled as he teased her with his tongue, running it along her jawline and down her neck.
He carried her into the smaller shower area, setting her on her feet. He turned on the water, finding the right temperature before turning back to look at her. “Arms up,” He said with a slow smile. Denise raised her arms above her head. Edwin grabbed the bottom of her shirt pulling it up and off. Denise had never been nervous about nudity, but at that moment her heart beat as if she were a rabbit out running a fox to safety. Her breath was coming in shallow bursts.
Edwin slid his hands around her waist and up her back, unclasping the back of her bra. Denise shivered as his warm hands slid the straps from her shoulder. Denise’s eyes were locked on his. Her lips parted when his index finger traced a circle around one nipple and then the other. He lowered his head flicking his tongue over them. Denise closed her eyes, letting air flow from her lips. “Oh, she moaned as he sucked one nipple in his mouth while rolling the other between his fingers.
Edwin released her nipples wanting to taste her sweet lips again. He slid his hand into the back of her yoga pants, squeezing her ass. Pressed against him, Denise reveled in the size of his desire for her. Denise tugged at his shirt, pulling it up. She wanted to feel his skin against hers. Edwin released her mouth, sliding his hands out of her pants long enough for her to get his shirt off. He pushed his pants and underwear off.
Denise pressed her lips together as she took in his massive erection jutting out towards her. “Touch me,” Edwin said his breathing matching hers. Edwin sucked in air as her hand engulfed him. He pressed his forehead to hers loving the feel of her hand stroking him. He groaned so deep that it could be called a growl when she ran her thumb over the head of his hardness.
Edwin pushed her hand away, bending and yanking her pants down. Denise stepped out of them and found herself lifted into Edwin’s arms. His mouth plundering hers savagely, He spun around putting her against the wall of the shower. Denise dug her nails into his shoulders as he nudged himself into her opening. Edwin took his mouth from hers groaning with delight. “Oh God yes,” Denise said softly next to his ear. Edwin filled her. “Fuck me.”
Edwin pulled out slowly, then slammed against her. Denise moaned, and he repeated his movement over and over, increasing his speed, gripping Denise tightly as she moaned in his ear. It didn’t take Denise long to get to the precipice of her climax. Edwin felt incredible sliding in and out of her. She squeezed her pelvis as her orgasm broke her open, spreading outward. “Oh, fuck yeah,” she screamed out between gritted teeth! Edwin shuddered as his orgasm met hers with force and intensity. They clung together catching their breath as the warm water rained down on them.
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After leaving Wally and the obstacle course behind them, Edwin followed Denise to a restaurant for lunch. It was a casual dining place. They grabbed a table in the back and waited for their server to come to get their order. Edwin had grabbed a menu and was looking it over. “They have several vegetarian and vegan meals.”
Edwin smiled over the menu at Denise. “You chose this place with me in mind?”
Denise tried not to look at him. She could tell he was smiling. He slid his hand into hers and pulled it toward him. “It’s not a big deal.”
It was to him. Denise remembered that he didn’t eat meat and she’d picked a place that offered a vegetarian menu. “It is to me.” Denise met his eyes, and he smiled warmly at her. Their server came and took their order. When she had gone, Edwin took Denise’s hand again. “Tell me about these rules you have.”
“It’s not as bad as you make it sound.”
“How many rules are there?”
“A dozen or so.” Denise toyed with the salt shaker avoiding his eyes.
“Okay, what is rule number one?”
“Denise set the salt shaker down and leaned back meeting his eyes. “Rule number one is, not to engage in flirty behavior unless you are certain that you can control the outcome.”
Edwin thought about it. “By controlling the outcome, you mean…?”
“I mean that I have to stay in control of where that flirting will lead. I broke that rule with you that day in my room when you nicknamed me Ms. Lewd. I tried to get the control back with the note I left for you.”
Edwin listened to her rules and asked questions as they had lunch. He realized that she’d broken about six rules up to that point. Denise refused to tell him the remaining rules, but he intended to find out what they were. Why do you feel the need to have these rules? What’s so wrong with loving someone and letting someone love you?”
“It’s just not for me.”
Edwin watched the change come over Denise as she thought about his question. She had been playful and forthcoming until he asked the last one. Now she was closing him out. He wanted to know. He wanted the answer to his question, but he also knew that if he pushed too hard, she would shut him out completely. He wasn’t ready for that, not by a long shot. “Okay, so no declarations of love. Is it okay for me to want to hang out with you?” She smiled at him. “I mean, we are dating. That came from your own lips.”
Denise threw her napkin at him, smiling. “Only because you cheated, you bastard.”
Edwin reached across the table holding her hand. “All’s fair in love and war.”
“I’ll remember that going forward,” Denise said rolling her eyes.
“Is there more planned for our date today?”
“No, I didn’t think of anything else. By the time we get back to the city, it’ll be dinner time, and I have plans with Felicia and her family.”
Edwin smiled wickedly, raising one eyebrow at her, “I can think of a few things to do, but you’d either be late for dinner, or you’d have to cancel.”
Denise shook her head, grinning. She was sure that she knew what he was thinking, but she couldn’t cancel her plans. They paid their bill and walked outside. At her car, Edwin kissed her until she felt light-headed. “Drive safe. If you have trouble sleeping tonight, I can come give you some special medicine.” He kissed her again before opening her door for her. Denise got in, started the car and waved as she drove away. She’d broken too many rules, and she didn’t plan to break anymore.
**
Edwin arrived home to find Ash in the family room watching some show about music history. “Hey,” she said as he joined her on the sectional sofa. “How was the date?”
Edwin sighed as he thought about Denise and their time in the shower. “It was great. When she said it was a test of my manhood, she wasn’t kidding.” He recounted the competition and showed her the tee shirt he won.
“Oh, by the way,” Ashley grabbed the remote, turning down the sound. “Grams called. She’s coming to visit soon. She wants to surprise Mom. She should be here before the big party. Are you going to bring Denise?”
Edwin hadn’t given any thought to his parent’s anniversary party. They had one every year at a hotel in the city with hundreds of their closest friends and business partners. He had never enjoyed the party much. His parents spent the evening rubbing elbows with the wealthy, trying to make the right connections to propel their business or influence the correct elected official. The last few years had been about Edwin making the right connections for his career. Tiffany had been his date, and she was happy to steer all conversations to what was profitable for them both.
She was a lot like his mother. Smart and ambitious. She knew how to charm and finesse people into doing what she wanted, and Edwin had been no different. When she decided that she wanted Edwin, she charmed and finessed him right into a relationship that was headed towards marriage. Edwin’s mother had encouraged him, and he’d gone along with it, until a few days before he was set to leave with Doctors Without Borders.
By that time, he had gotten to know the real Tiffany well and she wasn’t the person she presented to everyone else. She was mean at times, petty even. She was also self-centered and rarely thought of anyone other than herself. Edwin had started to distance himself from her once he realized that she was quietly telling people that she was sure that Edwin was going to propose to her.
Tiffany and his mother were not happy with him taking time to do this humanitarian work. They didn’t understand why he felt the need to take the trip. Edwin was blessed, and he knew it. He thought it was his duty and he couldn’t see why they didn’t understand that. They didn’t realize how lucky they were to have so much of everything.
The trip had been good for him. Not only did it help him appreciate how lucky he was, but it also showed him that he didn’t want to be a doctor just for the prestige of being a doctor or for the vast sums of money he could earn. Edwin realized that he liked the contact with people. He loved knowing that he was doing something worthwhile.
Initially, he had planned to return home and open a private practice, but that changed, and he’d gotten a job as an emergency room doctor. He didn’t always perform surgeries, but he did save lives every day. “I just might bring Denise,” he answered Ash’s question. “What about you, do you have a date?”
Ash smiled. “There are a few people I could ask, but none of them are the black-tie party type. That, of course, would make the party more fun for me.”
Edwin snorted, “That would be interesting, I’m sure. I think you should go stag. It’s going to be crazy enough around here when Grams shows up.”
**
Denise sat at the kitchen counter in Renee and Lance’s kitchen with Felicia. Beverly had gone to bed a half hour ago. It had been great to spend time with her again. She was happy and excited about what life might hold for her. Denise enjoyed seeing Felicia with her mother and father. Her thoughts drifted to Edwin. She pictured him as he had looked that afternoon in the shower. Her panties were moist from her desire, and her nipples were straining against her bra, sensitive and almost painful. Denise closed her eyes for a second or two. It almost felt like he was still moving inside her. She toyed with her spoon, in her now empty ice cream bowl.
She wanted to call him and tell him to meet her at her apartment, but if she did that, she’d be breaking another rule. She never allowed the guy she was fucking to come to her place. She’d already broken that rule with Edwin, but he hadn’t been inside yet, which was a caveat to the rule. Her personal space was just that, personal.
“Earth to Denise,” Felicia said waving her hand in Denise’s face.
Denise looked at her friend through dreamy eyes, “What?”
“What are you thinking about? I asked you if you could go with us to look at wedding dresses Friday afternoon.” 
Renee entered the kitchen, “Ben didn’t want to go to sleep. I gave up and handed him over to Lance. Wouldn’t you know it, he’s now drooling on his father’s chest, knocked out cold.”
“Um, I have to work, but maybe I can take a long lunch.” She spaced out again fantasizing of a nooner with Edwin in a broom closet at the hospital with his pants down around his ankles and her kneeling in front of him, giving him the blowjob of a lifetime.
Felicia tossed a towel at her head, and Renee laughed. “She is thinking about a man, honey. She hasn’t heard a word you’ve said.”
Denise snapped to attention, looking sheepishly at Felicia who scrutinized Denise. “Did you have sex with Edwin?”
Denise looked at the two women staring at her, “No,” she said trying to keep a straight face. When that failed and a wide grin broke out over her face she said, “But I did have sex with Dr. Sexy.”
“By the amazed look on her face, I’d say it was pretty damn good too,” Renee said grinning at Felicia.
Denise didn’t say a word. She just nodded her head. She’d never been shy when it came to talking about her sexual experiences, but this time she wanted to keep the details to herself. Denise told her friends about her date, but not about the intimate details of her romp with Edwin in the shower.  Felicia picked up on that little fact, immediately. “Wait, you’re not going to tell us anything?” Denise shook her head.  Felicia looked at Renee and then back to Denise. “This is more serious than I thought. You really like him, don’t you?”
Denise didn’t want to admit it, but she did. She knew that if she voiced it, that something would ruin it. She tried to change the subject. “What are you going to do about missing so much school with all that’s going on right now?”
Felicia put one hand on her ample hip, “Oh no you don’t. We are talking about you. Have you given up your rules or are you two, just doing the horizontal mambo?”
“Rules,” Renee questioned?
“Yeah. She has a list of rules that she follows to keep men at bay.”
“The rules are still in play, even though I’ve broken most of them,” Denise mumbled the last part, but Felicia heard her.
“You are breaking the rules, for Edwin? So, you do like him.”
Denise sighed. Renee grabbed their bowls taking them to the sink. “I get it. You’re using the rules to sabotage any chance of having a relationship. I didn’t have rules, but my self-esteem was so low that I had convinced myself that I would never find someone who could love me as I was.” Renee turned the water on and cleaned the bowls. “I met Lance at Perry’s club. I was there with some friends, checking the place out for an article that I was writing for the magazine I used to work for.” She dried the dishes and silverware as she finished telling her story. “Lance serenaded me and asked me to dance. I thought my friends had put him up to it because my birthday was coming up in a week or two. It was so cliché. I mean, who serenades anyone anymore?
I knew something was different about him right away. It’s like my flight or fight instincts kicked in and I took flight. Lance chased me all the way to the Bahama’s before I stopped running from him. After I finally could admit that I had feelings for him, I realized that every failed relationship I had was because of my fear of being left, abandoned. My father left my mother when I was a kid, and it screwed me up, and I didn’t even know it until Lance came along. I had to deal with my own issues, and it wasn’t until I found out the real reason he left and talked to him about it that I felt whole. I’m still afraid that someday Lance may walk away from me and our family, but I don’t let that keep me from letting him love me today and every day that we have together.”
Denise understood what Renee was saying, but she didn’t have daddy issues. She didn’t even know who her birth father was. Maybe she had mommy issues. Her mother had died when she was a child. Denise had been lucky enough to be adopted by Clarence and Wanda. Yeah, Wanda died too, but Clarence had raised her and loved her. “My desire not to get emotionally involved has nothing to do with either of my fathers.”
“Okay, so why don’t you want to get involved with anyone seriously,” Renee asked curiously?
Denise sighed, “I just think it’s too much work. Doing things my way means that I don’t have to deal with some of the same crap that you guys probably have to.”
“All relationships take work.” Renee came over to the counter leaning her palms against the top. “Your relationship with Felicia takes work. I’m sure that you two have disagreed about something and you’re still friends. You talk through it. You make time to show you care about each other. It’s the same thing.”
She’s got me there, Denise thought to herself. Her relationship with Felicia took work. “Okay, so you have a point. All relationships take work, but it’s not the work that makes me this way.”
“What is it then,” Felicia asked quietly. She knew they were pushing Denise because her eyes looked a little glassy like she was on the verge of crying.
Denise tried to pull herself together, but she could see that they weren’t going to let up on their probing. She folded her arms over her chest. “You won’t understand.”
“Not unless you explain it to us,” Renee said.
Denise bit her lip as a tear escaped her eyes. She swiped it away. “I wasn’t born to loving parents who wanted children. My birth mother was raped by my father. That’s how I came to be. Her mother wanted her to go to the police, but somehow this man threatened her or talked her out of it. My mother never told my grandmother who the man was. When my mother found out she was pregnant, she told him about it, and he told her that it wasn’t his problem. He told her to get an abortion. She didn’t. She chose to keep me. Her mother wasn’t happy about her daughter having a baby by this man, but she accepted it until I was born. It was obvious that I was biracial.”
“And that was a problem?” Felicia asked coming around to sit on the stool next to her friend.
Denise took a deep breath and continued, “Her mother had a big problem with my being half white and my mother keeping me, cost her. Her mother never accepted the fact that she’d had a child with a white man. She hated me, and because of that, my mother ended her relationship with her family.”
Felicia rubbed her arm and Renee came closer to them, “Why would she hate you, you were her granddaughter regardless of the circumstances?”
“I don’t know. I never found out why. I overheard her on many occasions fighting with my birth mother. That’s how I know the things that I just told you. She told her repeatedly that she should put me up for adoption. That I was a burden they didn’t need. When my mother died, the social worker found my grandmother and asked her if I could live with her. She apparently said no because I was sent to a foster home and luckily Clarence and Wanda wanted me. So, you see, I don’t believe in love because love doesn’t exist, not in my world.” She looked at her friends who were shaking their heads. “I told you, you wouldn’t understand.”
Renee wrapped her arms around Denise and Felicia did the same. “We do understand,” Felicia said. “We get that it seems like love is evil to you, but it’s not. I love you and don’t’ care how you came to be. Clarence loves you, my mother, my children, we all love you.” Denise knew that but how could she believe that it was really true. The people who were supposed to love her no matter what, didn’t. Her father hadn’t loved her, and her grandmother hadn’t. No matter what they told her, she felt unworthy of love and she didn’t know how to change that. So, she refused to let people into her heart, for her own safety and peace of mind.
Denise lay in her bed staring at the ceiling hours later, thinking about Edwin, her fathers, her mothers, and her grandmother. She was afraid to let herself love and be loved because of her life’s circumstances. Denise had grown accustomed to pushing people away from her. She’d been doing it for so long that it came naturally to her. While Denise did like Edwin, she knew in her heart that she shouldn’t let him get too close. That eventually she’d find out that he didn’t have feelings for her either.
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Wednesday had been a busy day in the ER. Edwin had performed three emergency surgeries along with handling several other emergency room patients. It was past his regular quitting time, and he was exhausted. He cleaned up and changed his clothes. He checked his phone. There were no messages from Denise even though he’d sent a couple to her. He knew that having sex with her Sunday had changed things. He hoped that it would bring them closer, but he was starting to think that it had done the opposite.
As he drove home, he went over each detail of their time, and Edwin knew that he wouldn’t change anything. He knew that Denise would probably change things and that’s what was bothering him. She had made it clear that she didn’t do relationships, yet she had opened herself to him a little more each time they spoke or saw each other. Had they taken things as far as she was willing to go?
Edwin parked the car in the garage and entered through the back of the house. Ms. Mendoza greeted him. “Good evening Dr. McAlister. You are to join your sister in the den. She has a surprise for you.”
“A surprise,” Edwin said with a strange look.
“Yes, and that’s all I can say,” Mrs. Mendoza said looking as if she wanted to grin.
Edwin gave her a sideways glance, and he walked away. As he got nearer to the den, he could hear laughter. He stepped over the threshold to find Ash roaring with laughter and his Gram’s sitting next to a handsome younger man. “Well as I live and breathe,” his grandmother Lily said getting off the leather sofa and walking to hug him. “You get better looking every time I see you.”
“Hi Grams, “Edwin said being pulled down into the tiny woman’s arms. “When did you get here?”
“An hour ago,” Lily said pulling away from her grandson. She took his hand and pulled him over to the man she’d been sitting beside. “Edwin, this is Mitch, my boyfriend.” Mitch stood and shook Edwin’s hand.
Edwin couldn’t help but smile. His grandmother’s boyfriend was at least twenty years younger than she was. “Nice to meet you,” Mitch said before sitting down again.
Edwin and Ashley sat and listened as their Grams told them how she and Mitch had met in the Caribbean and all the places they had been to. “Have you seen mother yet,” Edwin was curious? Grams and her daughter had a relationship like the one between Ash and his mother.
They were nothing alike and constantly at each other’s throats. Grams was fun and a little wild. After Edwin’s grandfather had passed from this world, his Grams made a bucket list and was meticulously checking items off it. She was also adding things to the list as fast as she marked out others.
“Not yet,” Grams said with a smile. “I thought it would be nice to be here for the anniversary party. Mitch and I are going upstairs to rest for a bit before dinner. We’ll see you two later,” Lily said rising along with Mitch.
As soon as they left the room, Ash grinned at Edwin, “I can’t wait to see mom’s face when she finds out that Gram’s boyfriend is her age. You know that them going upstairs to rest means that Grams is getting laid right now.”
“Eww,” Edwin said. “Really Ash?” Edwin didn’t want to envision his grandmother having sex.
**
The look on his mother’s face was priceless as Lilly and Mitch entered the dining room. She had been smiling as she told her husband what she had gotten accomplished that day. She had just sat down when Lily entered dressed in a red Maxi dress on the arm of Mitch who wore a brightly colored Hawaiian shirt and khaki pants. The smile dropped and was replaced with a look of dismay and then anger.
“Good Evening,” Lily said as she stopped beside the table.
Meredith recovered, standing and holding her arms out to her mother for a hug, “Mother, what a surprise. When did you get here?”
Lily hugged her daughter briefly, “Mitch, this is my daughter Meredith and her husband, Oliver. Mitch is my lover, and we got in this afternoon.”
Edwin tried to hide the amusement on his face while Ash grinned from ear to ear. She was happy to have an ally in the house. Ash was more like her grandmother, and the two of them got along well. Oliver tried to break the tension with a little polite conversation. “Lily where have you been traveling to in the past few months?”
Lily and Mitch took a seat across the table from her daughter and son in law. While they ate dinner, she told them about her recent trips to Spain, England, and the Bahamas. His mother’s frustration was written all over her face when Lily made it clear that she planned to stay in Dallas for a while. “What do you plan to do while you’re here?”
Lily smiled, “Mitch and I don’t make plans, we just go with the flow. Who knows what we’ll get into while we’re here? Enough talk about me, I’d like to know more about this woman that my grandson has been seeing?”
Meredith smiled, “Tiffany is a beautiful, accomplished young lady.”
“That’s not the one I want to know about. My understanding is that Tiffany is who you like. I want to know about the other one. The one that Edwin likes. The one Ash was telling me about.”
Meredith’s jaw locked, and she grabbed her glass sipping from it as she looked at her son. Edwin lay his fork down and wiped his mouth. “Grams there’s not much to tell. I just met her recently, and we’ve gone out twice.”
“What’s her name? Where did you meet her?
Edwin smiled, “Her name is Denise, I met her at the hospital.”
“Is she a doctor,” Mitch asked? It was the first thing he’d said so far.
“No. She was a patient of another doctor.” Edwin explained that Perry’s girlfriend was there to visit her and introduced them. “I think you would like her Grams. She’s…different.”
“What was she in the hospital for,” his father asked quietly.
“They thought she might have a concussion. So, they were keeping her there for observation.”
Ash grinned and spoke, “She’d been abducted and tortured for information.” Edwin was sure she’d given out that tidbit of information to aggravate and shock his mother. It worked.
Meredith’s utensil clanged against the fine china as she gawked at Ash and then Edwin. “What on earth? Edwin, is this true? Who is this woman?
“Meredith shut the hell up,” Lilly said interrupting her tirade. “Sometimes I wonder if they didn’t switch babies on me in the hospital because I don’t see how you came from my loins. You are so uptight, and you have been your whole life. I used to think that once you got laid, you’d loosen up.”
“How dare you!” Meredith’s face was flushed with color and embarrassment.
“Get over yourself already. I have never understood why you think that everything has to be so perfect. If it isn’t your way, then something must be wrong with it. Mitch and I have been doing this tantric meditation. I think you and Oliver should try it. It will loosen you up, and maybe you’ll finally be able to have an orgasm. I really do believe that if you just come hard once, that you’ll relax, No offense, Oliver.”
All eyes were on Meredith as her color darkened to that of a ripe beet. She didn’t say a word. She merely tossed her napkin on the table as she pushed her chair back and stormed out of the dining room. Oliver took a deep breath and followed his wife out. As soon as they left, Ash burst, “Priceless Grams.”
“What? I just call them as I see them.” Lily said looking at her grandchildren.
**
Oliver caught up to his wife as she entered the living room. Meredith stood in front of the Fireplace with her back to him. He closed the double doors and approached her. “Don’t let her get to you.”
Meredith spun to him. “She is the most infuriating person on the planet! Its as if her entire goal is to embarrass me at every turn. Why can’t I have a normal seventy-year-old mother? One who knits and bakes cookies.”
Oliver smiled, “She does bake cookies.”
His wife glowered at him, “Pot cookies!”
Oliver chuckled. His mother-in-law was a card and a handful, but she meant well, and she loved her daughter. “Calm down,” he said putting his hands on her shoulders.
“Don’t tell me to calm down,” Meredith said moving out of his hold. “She’s going to ruin everything. We have a lot riding on this business deal with the Westlakes. We are having enough trouble. We don’t need my mother creating more problems for us, encouraging Edwin to see this other woman.”
Oliver faced his wife, “Maybe we need to look for another way to get what we need. Edwin is not interested in Tiffany any longer. His trip was proof of that. Besides we shouldn’t be using our son to make a business deal.”
“We are not using Edwin. He and Tiffany have known each other for years. She’s perfect for him. It just so happens that her father can fund your research and wipe out the debt we’ve acquired and as part of the deal, Edwin and Tiffany get married. I don’t see this as a bad thing. We just have to give him a little nudge in the right direction, that’s all.”
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“Sweet cheeks, you got that info for me?”
Alec stood in the doorway between the front office and the hallway leading to the other offices and the war room. “Yeah,” Denise dug through the files on her desk and held a folder out to him.
Alec took the file, winked at her and strolled away. Denise shook her head. Didn’t he know that in today’s world, he was flirting with disaster? In the wake of all the men being busted for sexual harassment and inappropriate behavior with women in the workplace, didn’t he think that it might be a bad idea to continue to flirt with her? It didn’t bother Denise. She knew it was harmless and she didn’t think that Alec would ever cross the line, but he might want to dial it back a little.
Her phone buzzed in her pocket. She pulled it out to find a new message from Edwin. He had sent her a few in the last few days. Denise felt horrible because she hadn’t responded to him.
Ms. M.I.A.,
I feel as though we are playing Where’s Waldo and I can’t find you. Please show yourself.
Dr. Sexy
Denise smirked at his message. It was cute. She hadn’t responded to the last messages he sent because it would have broken another rule. He’d sent messages telling her how much he missed her and that he was thinking of her. She could not respond to them because they were filled with emotion and you never gave value to emotional messages by responding. This message, however, was playful and she could reply to it without breaking any rules.
Denise took a minute to find an image of Waldo. Using an app she found on google play, she merged her face into the picture and then sent it and a message to Edwin.
Dr. Sexy,
Was the sex that good, that you’re searching high and low for me?
Ms. M.I.A.
A few minutes went by before she got another message. This time there was a picture of Liam Neeson on the phone with the words.
Sex so good, that I will find you and I will have you again.
Denise snickered. This was on a level she could handle. She typed a response and hit send.
When?
A few minutes later she got an answer.
Tomorrow, have dinner with me first. Yes, it is a date.
Denise was willing to concede that it was a date as long as it ended in an earth-shattering climax.
When and where?
Her response came quickly.
I’ll pick you up at seven — casual attire.
Denise sent him an emoji of kissing lips.
**
Friday afternoon, Denise entered the bridal boutique behind everyone else. “Welcome ladies, I’m Hanna, what can I help you with today,” The tall brunette in a classic black suit asked?
“I’m looking for a wedding dress,” Felicia said. Caroline and Renee had wandered off to look at dresses on display. Denise sat in a chair in the corner, listening as Felicia described what she wanted.
Hannah asked a few questions to get a feel for what Felicia wanted for her dress. While they talked another assistant in the store offered them champagne. Felicia had decided that she wanted her bridesmaids to have simple dresses that they could reuse. Something in black and she didn’t want them all to have the same dress unless they agreed to it.
They sat as Hannah brought out a few dresses that fit Felicia’s description. Felicia picked one of the first group, and two from the second group. Hannah then took her to the dressing room to try them on.
While Felicia tried on dresses, Denise, Renee, and Caroline looked through racks hoping to find a bridesmaid dress they could all agree on.  They found one and were ushered into dressing rooms of their own.
Denise was trying on a dress when she heard the women cooing over Felicia. She stepped out along with the others. “Aww,” Caroline said looking at Felicia.
Denise looked Felicia over and said, “Honey that dress is beautiful, but that’s not you. Take it off. The first dress is always a throwaway.” Denise turned her back and took another drink from the tray sitting on a side table. Then she went back to remove her dress.
Felicia smiled and went back to the dressing room. Denise put her clothes back on and waited with the others for Felicia’s next dress. When she came out and stood on the pedestal, she looked at herself first. The dress was cut deep in the front and molded to Felicia’s full breasts. It was a bit tight in the hips, and Felicia wasn’t a fan of the fishtail bottom.
She turned and let her family and friends see her. Again, Denise was the voice that told the truth, “The top is to die for, but honey, you’ve got way too much ass for the bottom. I’m surprised you can walk in that. Next.”
Felicia laughed at the expression on everyone’s face. They didn’t understand Denise the way she did. Felicia blew her bestie a kiss and went back to the dressing room. The third dress was strapless, and while Felicia wasn’t feeling the top, she loved the flowy, silky skirt. It billowed as she walked. Her family and friends looked at her expectantly, “I love the bottom of this dress and the top of the last one.”
“Well you don’t have to choose one from those,” Renee said with a smile. “You will know when you have found the perfect dress.”
Denise agreed with Renee. Felicia had plenty of time to find a dress that was perfect for her. Denise continued to pull out dresses to examine. She found one that she thought was extraordinary, but it was not something you wore as a bridesmaid. It was a dress that you wore when you went out with a hot guy and planned to blow his mind. Not something I have a need for, she told herself and slid it back on the rack.
They had eaten lunch before coming to the bridal shop. Denise checked the time and realized that she needed to get back to work. A two-hour lunch was all she could afford to take.
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“Where are you taking me?” Denise asked as she and Edwin entered a tall high-rise building in downtown Dallas. “I thought we were going to dinner.”
Edwin spoke to the concierge, “Edwin McAlister for Max Quinn. Edwin then turned to Denise. “We’re having dinner with my friend Max and his wife, Victoria.” Denise cringed at the word friend. One of her rules was not to meet the guy’s friends or family. Technically she had already broken that rule the night Edwin and his sister had dinner at the restaurant where she used to work. Edwin sensed her displeasure, “Are we breaking a rule?”
Denise didn’t speak to him, she ran her hand over the skirt of her dress, smoothing the non-existent wrinkles. “You can go on up. Just hit the PH button in the elevator,” the concierge said with a smile. Edwin started to walk to the elevator, grabbing her hand and held on tight as she tried to pull her hand from his.
Denise wasn’t happy, and she knew that Edwin could tell, by how tightly he held her hand. He must have thought that she was going to bolt if he let her hand go. They stepped inside the elevator and turned. Edwin held onto her until the doors fully closed, and the elevator went up.  He tugged on her hand moving her from his side to stand facing him.
He wrapped his arms around her still not letting her hand go. “Don’t be mad.” He leaned forward and kissed her forehead. She pushed against him with her free hand. “I know you have these rules that you think will keep you from getting hurt, but I don’t want to hurt you. I…”
“Don’t say another word,” Denise said looking into his eyes. She didn’t want to hear whatever it was that he was going to say. She sighed, “It’s too late for me to do anything about it now. Let’s forget about it.” This was a big rule for her. The minute you start meeting the family and friends of a guy that you’re sleeping with things change. She knew that after tonight expectations would be put on her. Edwin would expect her to attend dates and family events with him. It meant that he was making her a priority and his life and that he would expect the same of her and she didn’t think she was capable of that. She didn’t want to fight with him, so she’d bury her feelings for now.
Edwin was surprised at her resignation. He pressed his lips to hers in a sweet, quick kiss.  He’d expected her to say something snarky to him. The elevator doors opened into a very grand foyer outside of Max’s penthouse. The door opened, and Max welcomed them. “Hey, come on in.”
“Max, this is Denise.”
Max smiled at her, shaking her hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Denise. Can I get you a drink?”
“Sure,” Denise said. “I’ll take a beer if you have it.”
“Domestic or import?”
“Domestic,” Denise said with a smile.
“And what about you?” Max said to Edwin.
“The same, but I’m driving, so no more than two, total.”
“Deal. Have a seat. Make yourselves at home. Tori will be down in a minute.”
Denise looked around the apartment. It was huge, but it had a very homey feel. It was clear that Max was rolling in dough. Denise sat on the sofa facing a long wall of windows that looked out over the city. Edwin sat down close to her. “He’s handsome,” She whispered to Edwin. “Are all of you sexy white guys friends with each other or what? Did you have to join the hunky, honky club in school?” Denise giggled as she said it. Edwin’s friend Perry was handsome, and so was Renee’s husband.
Edwin chuckled but didn’t answer. Denise could only imagine what his wife must look like. She probably looked like a runway model. Denise hoped she wouldn’t feel intimidated by her. Max returned, handing them glasses and sitting with them. “Edwin, I have to tell you that I was a little worried when you said you wanted to bring a date.”
“Why,” Denise asked?
Denise didn’t get an answer to her question. Before anyone could tell her why Max would be concerned about Edwin bringing a date, Max’s wife joined them. “Sorry, we have three fussy babies, and we gave the nanny the night off.”
Denise tried to keep the shock off her face, but she was sure that it was evident that Max’s wife was not what she’d been expecting. “Edwin, Denise, this is my better half, Victoria.”
“Call me Tori,” She told them as she shook their hands. “Sit down. What were we talking about?”
Tori was a thick, beautiful African American woman. Nothing at all like what Denise had envisioned. Were all the white men in Dallas experiencing jungle fever or what? Denise tried not to be rude, but she knew that she was staring at their hosts. She didn’t expect a billionaire hot guy to be married to a full-figured black woman.
“Denise wanted to know why I was concerned when he said he was bringing someone,” Max said as Tori sat on the arm of his chair. Denise noted the look on her face.
“Okay, somebody tell me what the deal is,” Denise said looking around at their faces and smacking Edwin’s thigh.
“Max was afraid that I would bring a woman named Tiffany Westlake,” Edwin said before taking a drink of his beer.
Max took over from there. “Tiffany doesn’t like my wife and Edwin’s been out of the country for a while, so he doesn’t know the details. Tiffany and I dated for a while, and it didn’t’ work out. I moved on, and so did she, but when she found out that I planned to marry Tori, she started rumors and said a lot of awful things. Let’s just say that she’s not a nice person.”
Denise shook her head, “Have you been dating her?” From what was said Edwin had to have been seeing her for Max to think that he might bring her tonight.
“Tiffany and I dated, but that’s been over for a while. My mother and Tiffany don’t seem to agree with me on that. Our parents have been friends for years, and you know how it is. My mother and hers have plans that include having mutual grandchildren.”
“I had no idea that Edwin was dating someone else when I called him a few days ago.”
Denise took it all in, but she was curious about the Tiffany chick. What was it about her that was so special that Edwin and Max had been involved with her? Denise tried not to contemplate it too much. She didn’t like thinking of Edwin with someone else.
A baby crying could be heard faintly. It sounded like it was in the kitchen. Tori smiled at her husband, “Be right back. Denise, come with me. I like showing off my beautiful babies.” Denise set her drink on the table and went with Tori.
**
Denise followed Tori up the grand glass and iron staircase and down the hall of the second floor to the nursery. “This place is bigger than the house I was raised in.”
“It took me a while to get used to it,” Tori said as she went to one of three cribs in the room. “Now, that it has grown on me, we’ve decided that we want a house with a yard, for our little ones,” Tori picked up the fussy baby who reached for her. “Oh Cali, momma’s right here,” She cooed kissing the baby’s face.
Denise watched as Tori soothed her daughter as she moved to sit in a rocking chair. Denise peeked into the other cribs where the other two children slept peacefully. “How do you do it? Three babies at one time, it’s got to be hard.”
Tori situated her daughter in her lap and exposed her breast for Cali to latch onto. “I have a lot of help.” She smiled down at her feeding child. “I have to admit that I never thought I would have triplets, but considering my age,” Denise looked at her quizzically. “I’m older than my husband. I didn’t think that we’d have more than one, but God had a different plan and if it is his plan, I can accept it. I wouldn’t change anything about my life. The hardest part is leaving them to go to work.”
“From looking around, you don’t have to work.”
“No, I don’t, but I’ve been working since I was in high school. I don’t think I could live without working and Max gets that. Sure, he tried to convince me to stay at home after they were born, but I like working.” Denise smiled at her. “How long have you and Edwin been together?”
Denise took a deep breath. “Not long.”
“Well, the two of you look happy. Hopefully, you’ll stay together. I’ve met a few of Max’s friends, and they are polite, but not very accepting of me. I feel like an outcast sometimes. In front of him they’re all smiles and friendliness, but when I’m standing alone at some function, and he’s across the room, I suddenly don’t exist, or I hear the whispers from women like Tiffany, who think that he could have done better. The sad part is that Max had dated another woman, well a few, but one seriously before we met. So, it’s not like he dumped Tiffany for me. I don’t understand her contempt. She likes to tell everyone that the only reason he married me was that I got pregnant.”
“That’s bullshit. Anyone can look at him around you and see that you are his world,” Denise said shaking her head. “I say fuck them. People always hate what they don’t understand, and love is one of those things most people don’t understand,” Including me, she added silently to herself.
Tori smiled at her, “I like you, Denise. I think you and I are going to be good friends.”
Denise liked Tori as well. Tori tested Cali’s sleep level by raising her chubby little arm and letting go. When it flopped down with heaviness, Tori removed the child from her breast, adjusted her clothing and lay the sleeping baby back in her crib. As they tipped out of the room, she whispered, “That one is good at playing possum.”
**
After a delicious meal cooked by Tori, the women sat in the kitchen talking about girl things. Edwin and Max slipped away to Max’s home office off the living room. Max closed the door while Edwin took a seat in one of the high-backed leather chairs a few feet from the desk. “I was sorry to hear about your father’s business problems,” Max said as he sat in the chair next to Edwin.
Edwin made a face, “What problems?” His father never talked business with him, but Edwin hadn’t heard anything about any problems. Oliver was a bio engineer and had taken over his father-in-law’s laboratory and research company when he died. Even though Edwin was in the medical field, he had nothing to do with the business.
“Your father was looking for investors, and I’m always looking for a new great investment. When I heard about the break-thru he had in his cancer research, I looked into it, but someone said that he was involved in a merger with Bradley Westlake, so I dropped the whole thing and moved on to something else.”
“I hadn’t heard anything about it.”
“Your father is a genius, leader in his field of bio-engineering. If he has found a better way to treat cancer, it will mean billions of dollars for his company. That would surely get him out of the financial bind he’s in right now. It was shocking to hear that his accountant had been embezzling money from the company.” Edwin sat listening to his friend. He had no idea that his father’s business was struggling. “I know that your father knows what he’s doing, but he should be careful with Westlake.”
“What do you mean?”
“He’s a ruthless man and his daughter is just as bad. He always arranges things so that he comes out on top. Your father needs to make sure that his lawyers are cautious. I’ve heard that he has a habit of sneaking in clauses that are detrimental to his associates if they try to back out of their deals. That’s how he amassed his fortune, shady deals, hidden clauses and he’s taught Tiffany to follow the same practices, I’m sure.”
“I’m sure that my father knows what he’s doing.”
**
Denise hated to admit it, but she had a good time with Edwin and his friends. She liked Max and Tori. They were down to earth for billionaires. She and Tori had exchanged numbers and talked about having lunch soon. Max and his wife had also promised to have them over again for dinner or for the four of them to go out together.
Denise hadn’t said much in the car on the way to her apartment. When they arrived, Edwin parked the car and helped her out. “Have you forgiven me for breaking the rules?”
Denise walked past him as he closed the car door. He caught up to her, sliding his hand into hers, matching her stride. “I’ve forgiven you because I like your friend and his wife, but you are gonna have to make it up to me with sex.”
“Yes ma’am,” Edwin said grinning as they went up the stairs.
Denise was breaking another rule by letting Edwin into her personal space, but they didn’t have much choice. He didn’t have a place of his own and going to a hotel seemed silly. She unlocked the door and flipped the light switch by it. Denise closed the door, locking it. She turned to find Edwin a foot away taking off his jacket. He turned to her.
Denise faced him, reaching behind her back. She unzipped her dress, then slipped it over her shoulders, pushing it past her breasts, waist and over her hips to fall to the floor around her feet. Edwin never took his eyes from hers.
Denise was naked. He’d been beside her all night not knowing that she was wearing nothing under her dress. He crossed the room sliding one hand along her neck to cup the back of her head, tilting her face up. His other hand found the smooth skin of her hip, moving to the small of her back, pulling her against him.
His mouth crushed hers as he pressed his pelvis into her so that she could feel how much he wanted her. Denise’s hands slid up his sides and around to his chest, stopping when they were on his shoulders. She pulled her lips from his, flicking her tongue over his lips, “Make me cum with that delicious mouth.”
She pushed putting pressure on his shoulders, forcing him down on his knees before her. Edwin caressed her soft brown skin, squeezing the fullness of her breasts, then tweaking her nipples between his fingers. As he descended, he placed kisses along the way and alternated teasing her with his tongue.
Denise’s breathing was ragged as she watched Edwin’s lips and tongue touching her sensitive skin. She continued to push him down until she could feel his hot breath dancing on the skin above her wet slit. Edwin raised his chin, looking into her eyes for just a second before his hands slid from her breasts to her hips. “Open wide for me.”
Denise spread her legs wider, and there was no delay. Edwin buried his face between them, swiveling his head in circles as he flicked his tongue against her clit. Then he latched on and sucked her into his mouth. He moved one hand under her thigh, lifting it and placing it on his shoulder. Denise moaned with pleasure as he filled her with his finger, rubbing it against her g-spot.
She couldn’t get enough air, and her legs felt weak. Denise found her hands in his hair, gripping tightly as she ground her hips into his face. She moaned and knew she wouldn’t last long as his fingers increased pressure and he alternated between sucking and tagging her swollen nub with his tongue.
Edwin delighted in the fact that he could cause such a reaction in Denise as she pulled his hair and made the most sensual sounds as she came in his mouth. Her legs trembled for a while as he continued to taste and tease the sweetness out of her. He could continue his assault with his mouth, but his cock was throbbing, and he wanted to feel her all around him.
Edwin slid her leg from his shoulder, placing kisses along her thighs. Denise’s head was thrown back against the door, eyes closed. Edwin stood, holding on to her so that she didn’t slide down to the floor.  He kissed her neck and then her lips. “Let’s take this to the bedroom.”  Edwin chuckled when she didn’t answer or open her eyes. Denise raised her arm and pointed towards a door on the other side of the living room. She was in no condition to walk, so he scooped her up and carried her into the bedroom.




12

Something was tickling her nose. Denise rubbed her face. It started again, and it moved from her nose over her lips and down further. It fluttered against her neck. “Fuck!” She opened her eyes to find Edwin smiling down at her. She closed her eyes again.
“Good morning sunshine.” Edwin leaned forward running his tongue down her neck.
Denise sighed. Wait, he said good morning. Her eyes popped open. The room was filled with light from the window. She pushed Edwin off her. “What are you doing here?” She got out of the bed, grabbing a tee shirt from one of the drawers in her dresser.
Edwin laughed, “I was hoping to have a quickie before I have to leave.”
“That’s not what I meant,” she said pushing her hair out of her face. “You shouldn’t be here.” After a few rounds of the best sex she’d had in a long time, Denise had been determined to make him leave. It was bad enough that she had sex in her bed with him, but a sleepover was the biggest no-no next to saying the “L” word.
Edwin lay there watching Denise. She tossed his clothes to him. “What’s so bad about me being here? You wanted me here last night.” He got out of the bed sliding on his boxers and pants.
“Yeah because I wanted to fuck, not…” she stammered, “to cuddle and wake up in your arms.” Her cell phone was ringing. She left the bedroom to find it. Edwin pulled on his shirt and grabbed his socks and shoes following her. When he reached the living room, Denise had pulled her phone from her purse. “Hey, Clarence,”
Edwin didn’t want to fight with Denise, but this was silly, and he needed to get to the bottom of whatever it was that had her so afraid to let him love her. His stomach flipped as he realized it. He was in love with Denise.
**
Denise listened intently completely aware that Edwin stood a few feet from her waiting to continue their argument. He couldn’t hear what was being said through the phone, but the look on Denise’s face told him that it was something serious.
Clarence had gotten a call from a man named Howard Bailey who said he was her great uncle. He was related to Denise’s birth mother. He’d called to let Denise know that her grandmother was very ill and that she’d been asking him to find Denise. “That doesn’t make sense. Why would she be asking for me? She hates me.” Edwin put his shoes on as he listened to Denise’s side of the conversation. She was more upset at the phone call than she had been at waking up next to him.
“I don’t know, but I think you should call him. Maybe he can answer your questions.” Denise didn’t see the point, but she found a pen and piece of paper and took down the information. She spoke with Clarence just a bit longer. He encouraged her to call the man and to call him back after she’d spoken with Howard.
Edwin could tell that something was wrong. He walked to her holding her hand. “Everything alright?”
Denise took a deep breath. Her anger had dissolved, but she needed her space. She needed to think. Denise moved away from him. “Everything is fine, but I need you to go.” Edwin opened his mouth to speak, but Denise didn’t let him get a word out. “Look I can’t do this with you right now. I…” she closed her eyes and gritted her teeth. “…I need to make a phone call, and I need some privacy.”
Edwin didn’t want to leave things as they were, but whatever her phone call with her father had been about, it took precedence over their discussion. He crossed the room, grabbing her chin, tilting it so that she looked at him. “I’ll go, but I’m just a phone call away if you need me.” He kissed her lips and walked to the door. Before he opened it, he looked back at her. “This…” he moved his hand back and forth between them, “discussion, we can finish it later.” He wanted to say I love you, but she wasn’t ready. He winked at her and left.
**
Denise stopped the car she had rented in front of the address Howard had given her when they spoke a few hours ago. She blew out a harsh breath. She couldn’t believe that she had let him talk her into coming to Atlanta. His sister was Denise’s grandmother. Howard had explained that he and the rest of the family had no idea that Denise existed until recently.
Before Denise could get out of the car, the door to the house she was parked in front of opened and an older black man with short grey hair came out to the car. Denise opened the door and stood beside the car as he stopped on the sidewalk on the other side. “Denise?” She nodded causing him to smile as he came around the car and wrapped his arms around her in a welcoming hug. “Come on in the house. Everyone wants to meet you, but I told them not to come today, to give you a minute to adjust to all of this. Where’s your luggage,” he let her go?
“It’s in the trunk, but I was gonna go to a hotel.”
“Nonsense. You’ll stay here with us. My wife has a room made up for you,” he said moving around to the trunk waiting for her to open it. Denise pressed her lips together and unlocked the trunk. Howard grabbed her suitcase and closed it. Denise followed him back up the walk and into the house. Howard closed the door behind her. “Shelly, you were right. It was her,” he called out as he set her bag down by the door.
A plump older woman came from a hallway with her arms open wide. Denise was engulfed in another hug. “We’re so glad that you’re here Denise. I’m Michelle, but everybody calls me Shelly.” She leaned back looking at her.  “How was the flight?”
Denise smiled, “It was okay.”
“Baby take her bag to the guest room. Come to the den,” Shelly said, taking her by the hand and leading her to the back of the house. Howard disappeared down a hallway with her bag.
“I was going to stay at a hotel. I don’t want to put anyone out.”
“We won’t hear of it. You’re family. Besides, it’s just us. All our kids are long gone, and we only have the grandkids when we want to be bothered. Are you hungry?” As Denise took a seat at the table in the kitchen half of the room, Shelly went straight to the refrigerator and started pulling out dishes of food. She poured Denise a glass of tea and then set about heating up a plate.
Howard joined them, sitting across from Denise. “I know this is got to be shocking for you. It was for us too. When Hazel started to ask for you, we had no idea who she was talking about. Then one day she looked me in the eye and said, ‘You have to find my granddaughter. I need to see her before I leave this world.’”
“Honey, we looked at each other, shocked. As far as we knew Mary had never married and had no children,” Shelly filled in as she took the plate out of the microwave. “We were living in another state around the time you were born. Hazel never told us anything.”
“she wasn’t married,” Denise said quietly. She didn’t feel like Howard and Shelly needed to know the detailed circumstances of her birth.
Shelly placed the plate in front of Denise and moved to open a drawer, taking out utensils for her. “Well, Hazel wouldn’t go in too much detail about any of that.”
“All she told me was to get her bible from her house. There was information about you and Mary living in Colorado. I didn’t have to do anything really. As I looked through all the papers and photos she had stuffed in the Bible, we found Clarence and Wanda’s address, and from there our son used the internet to get the phone number.” Howard said as his wife sat between him and Denise.
They seemed so happy to have found her, but Denise had mixed emotions about it. Shelly encouraged her to eat while they told her about her cousins and other relatives. Some lived in Atlanta, and some lived in other Georgia cities. According to Shelly and Howard, they all could not wait to meet their long-lost cousin.  When she had finished her plate, Shelly showed her to her room. “Why don’t you unpack your things, freshen up, take a nap maybe and then we’ll take you to see your grandmother.”
“Thank you,” Denise said awkwardly. She didn’t know what to say. They were nice people, but Denise was still in a state of shock over the whole thing. The grandmother who hated her was dying, and she had asked them to find Denise, for what?
**
After Denise had unpacked her things, she lay on the bed playing with her phone. She had called Clarence and Felicia to let them know she had met Howard and his wife and that she would be going to the hospital later that day. Now, she sat trying to decide what to do about Edwin. He’d called while she was on the plane and then sent a text message to her.
Things had gotten out of her control with him. She wanted to call him and tell him what was going on, but she was in too deep with him already. Everything he said or did seem to heal the cracks and fissures of her heart. Waking up with him that morning, knowing how right it felt was making her crazy. That’s why she had freaked out on him. She reread the message.
Ms. Grumpy,
In spite of your surly behavior this morning, I like waking up with you. If you are not too busy, we can finish our discussion over dinner and a movie.
Dr. XOXO
She started to type a response, but someone knocked on her door, “Yes.”
The door opened, and Shelly stuck her head in. “We’re ready whenever you are. Did you get any rest?”
Denise smiled. “Not really. I have a lot on my mind. I’ll be out in just a minute.”
“Okay,” Shelly said closing the door. Denise typed a reply to Edwin’s message and hit send, before leaving the room to find Shelly and Howard.
Edwin,
I’m sorry, but I can’t see you tonight.
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Mrs. Mendoza stopped Edwin as he entered the kitchen from the garage. “Good evening Dr. McAlister. Your parents would like to speak with you in the study.”
“Thank you,” Edwin said changing directions. He’d been headed up to his room. He had hoped to see Denise tonight, but the text she’d sent him clearly indicated that she didn’t want to see him. She hadn’t even used their playful names. The tone was serious, and that bothered him. For the first time that he could recall, she’d used his given name, Edwin. He’d tried calling her, and it went straight to voicemail as if her phone had been turned off.
Edwin had toyed with the idea of just dropping by her place, but he felt that if he just gave her a little bit of time, she might miss him enough to contact him. He put away his thoughts of Denise as he entered his father study. His father stood by the fireplace with a drink in his hand. His mother sat with her back to him on the stylish leather sofa. “You wanted to see me.”
His mother stood, moving to be near his father. Edwin, we were just talking about our anniversary ball. Tiffany said that you hadn’t officially asked her to go as your date. I told her that it was probably just an oversight on your part,” his mother said walking to him, putting her arm in his and leading him back to the sitting area.
“No, I’ve asked someone else to be my date,” Edwin said casually. He hadn’t, and he really hadn’t given it any thought at all. Now that his mother had brought it up, he knew that he wanted to invite Denise.
Meredith sat beside Edwin taking a deep breath before starting in on her son. “What are you doing, Edwin? Tiffany isn’t going to wait forever. I don’t understand why you are hesitant to commit to her. This was the plan after all. You would do your humanitarian work and when you returned you would settle down. We all agreed to this, did we not?”
Edwin looked from his mother to his father, who sipped from his glass, not saying a word. “No. We did not agree to this.” Edwin stood, stuffing his hands in his pockets, moving away from his mother. “You insist on pushing us together. I’m not interested in Tiffany any longer. That relationship ended the day I boarded the plane a year ago, and she knows it.”
“You don’t mean that. Look, I get that you want to sow some wild oats before settling down, but I thought that’s what the trip was about. You’re home now. It’s time for you to…”
“Stop. Mother, just stop.” Edwin couldn’t listen to another word. “I don’t love Tiffany, and she doesn’t love me.”
“Do you love this woman you want to bring to the party?” His mother had said it as if the very idea disgusted her.
“This isn’t about my feelings for Denise. Tiffany and I have no future together,” Edwin said with finality and left the room.
“What are we going to do? If we can’t get him to marry Tiffany, we’ll lose everything,” Meredith said to her husband.
“We can find another way. This is our problem, not Edwin’s.”
“Of course, you would say that. I should have never put you in charge of my father’s company.”
Oliver finished his drink and loudly set his cup on the table in front of his wife. “You know, if you hadn’t, we’d both be a lot happier, wouldn’t we?”
**
Denise froze outside the door to her grandmother’s hospital room. She couldn’t breathe, she wanted to turn and leave, but Howard turned to her, “Are you okay?”
Shelly was behind her. “It’s okay sweetie. It just looks bad with all the tubes and machines. She’s not in any pain.” They had mistaken her apprehension. She was afraid to enter the room because she knew that the woman lying there dying was cruel and Denise wasn’t sure that she could be in that room with her without telling her to fuck herself.
Denise willed herself to move forward into the room. The hate and pain that had built within her to a roaring flame smoldered out as she looked at the sickly old woman lying in the hospital bed. Her skin was thin and sagged on her bones. It was almost as if she had no muscle tissue at all. Her eyes were closed, but they looked sunken and dark compared to the skin around them. She couldn’t weigh more than a hundred pounds at most. Her hair was thin and barely covered her head,
Howard moved to the side of the bed, touching his sister’s hand. Her eyes fluttered open. “Hazel, hi.”
Denise watched as the frail woman lifted her hand to touch his arm. “You have to find her.” Her voice was weak and soft.
“I did find her. She’s here,” Howard said reaching back to pull Denise by the hand. He moved out of the way, allowing the woman to see Denise.
As Denise stepped forward, her grandmother’s eyes filled with tears and she reached out to Denise. Her voice was barely audible. Denise leaned forward to hear what the woman was saying. It sounded like she was saying I’m sorry. Alarms on various machines begin to sound, and Denise was swept aside as nurses rushed into the room. Denise, Howard and his wife were ushered out of the room and into the hallway.
**
An hour later Denise sat at the table in Howard’s kitchen with Shelly. They had returned to the house only minutes ago. Shelly had taken Denise into the kitchen and sat comforting Denise who couldn’t stop the flow of tears from her eyes. Howard had said he would join them in a minute.
When he returned to the kitchen, he was carrying a large and very old bible. He placed it on the table in front of Denise. She opened it, and Howard pointed out her mother’s name and then hers written into the family tree printed on the first few pages. Then he handed her a large manila envelope stuffed with pictures.
Denise looked through them slowly. There were images of her that shouldn’t be there. Pictures of her in high school and at her prom, pictures of her birthday’s and even when she graduated from the training academy. “I don’t understand,” she said looking at Shelly and Howard. “I heard her say that my mother was a fool for raising me and that she would never acknowledge me as her grandchild because of my white father. I heard it with my own ears. She said she hated my father and me too.” Tears were flowing down Denise’s face again. Howard took the envelope that had held the pictures, reaching into it. He pulled out a standard envelope, handing it to her. It was no longer white. It had yellowed with age.
As Denise took it from him, Howard and Shelly stood, “Read it. We’ll give you some privacy.” They left the room, and Denise carefully opened the envelope, taking the handwritten pages out and unfolding them. Denise read the first page.
I understood the gravity of what I did too late.  When I should have put aside my issues and gave you the love and care that you needed, I could not. Now you have a new family, and after meeting Wanda and Clarence, I think that you are better off with them.
I have no excuses for how I acted towards you and saying I’m sorry isn’t good enough. I can only hope that as you grow up that you are happy and loved. The guilt I feel for not taking you in when Mary died, will haunt me until the day I die.
Denise read the next note. It wasn’t dated, but it appeared to be written later than the first one she had read.
I am filled with remorse and self-loathing for the misery that my selfishness caused you. My inability to admit my faults caused me to have to watch my granddaughter grow up via pictures.
Clarence and Wanda are good people, and I can see that in you and your accomplishments. I came for you after I realized how silly I was being, but I could see that you were happy, so I walked away from you. I would give anything to go back in time and tell the social worker that I wanted you to live with me.  Now I can only hope that you will forgive me someday.
I love you
Grandma Hazel
Denise read all the notes left by her grandmother. They had been written throughout Denise’s life. Denise learned that in her grandmother’s teen years, Hazel had been subjected to severe racial hatred and because of that, she had a deep-rooted hatred of Caucasians. It was that hatred that led her to lose her daughter and granddaughter. Her grandmother had loved her, but she realized it too late.
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Edwin sat with his elbows on the edge of the desk, rubbing his hands over his face. He was tired. He’d worked a double shift and had only had a few hours of sleep on a cot in one of the off-duty rooms. Maybe his exhaustion was the reason that he didn’t think that what he was thinking of doing was a good idea. He moved his hands, looking at the information on the computer screen again. He’d popped by her place on Sunday. Her car wasn’t in the parking lot, and she didn’t answer the door. He was starting to feel like a stalker.
He took his phone from his pocket and dialed the number on the screen and waited for the line to be answered., then he spoke. “Mr. Samuels, this is Dr. Edwin McAlister from Texas Health Services. I met you a few weeks ago in Denise’s room.”
“What can I do for you doctor?”
Edwin cleared his throat. “I’m calling regarding Denise. I’ve been trying to reach her, and I’m not having much luck.”
“Is something wrong?”
“No, sir. This is a personal matter. We’ve been seeing each other, and we had a disagreement, and now she won’t talk to me.” Edwin sighed not sure what else to say. “Is she alright. I know that her job can be dangerous.”
“Um, Edwin. Denise is out of town right now. There was a death in her family. I’m sure that’s why she hasn’t been in touch.”
Edwin noted that Mr. Samuels had said, ‘A death in, “her” family.’ He wasn’t sure what that meant exactly, but it was strange. “Oh, please accept my condolences for your loss. If you speak with her soon, will you ask her to call me.”
“Sure.”
“Thank you, sir. Goodbye.” Edwin ended the call. She was dealing with the loss of a family member. He felt better, but now he wanted to speak with her even more. He dialed her number, but it went to voicemail. He didn’t want to leave a message. He wanted to hear her voice with his own ears.
**
“I’ll pick you up from the airport on Thursday evening. Shelly and Howard are excited to meet you in person. She’s made up a room for you, so you don’t have to get a hotel room.” Denise had been glad to hear Clarence’s voice when he called to let her know when he would arrive in Atlanta.
“I was asked to relay a message to you,” Clarence said before he ended the call.
“From who?” Denise had talked to Felicia and her boss. She had no idea who it could have been from.
“That doctor you introduced me to. He called looking for you. He said that he was worried because he hadn’t heard from you. Call him.”
“I haven’t had time to think. We’ve been going through Hazel’s things. She left me the house and everything in it.”
Clarence knew that she was making excuses. He could tell from the concern in Edwin’s voice that he cared for Denise. “Call him.”
“Alright, I will,” Denise said giving up the list of excuses she had. “I’ll see you Thursday.”  She looked at her phone and saw that she had missed another call from Edwin. Get it over with; she told herself as she dialed his number.
Edwin answered after the first ring, “Hello.”
“Hey, It’s me, Denise. Clarence said that you called him.” There was an incredible silent moment then she heard him release his breath.
His heart flipped and flopped as she talked. “Yea. I thought you might still be angry with me, but he told me there was a death in your family. Honey, I’m sorry. Why didn’t you tell me?”
He called her honey. She didn’t want to admit it, but she wished he was there with her. “I didn’t think that it was a big deal.”
“Of course, it’s a big deal. Are you okay?”
Denise swallowed the lump in her throat, “I’m fine.”
She wasn’t, and he knew it. “Who died? Was it someone close to you?”
“She was my grandmother. I didn’t really know her though. I guess you could say we were estranged.”
Edwin could hear the change in her voice. She was trying not to let her emotions show. “When is the funeral?”
“Friday afternoon. I have to go now. We’re trying to figure out what to do with her things. People are waiting for me.”
“When are you coming home?”
“Sunday.”
“Text me the address of the funeral home and your grandmother’s name. I want to send flowers.”
“You don’t have to do that.”
“I want to. Send me the address.”
“Okay, I’ll send it tonight. Bye,” Denise said hitting the red button on her phone. Denise slid the phone into her pocket. She felt a little better after hearing his voice. He was concerned about her, and she liked that. He was changing her a little bit at a time.
**
The day of the funeral, the weather matched Denise’s mood. The sky was overcast, and heavy looking clouds filled the air with humidity. She stood in the hall outside of the sanctuary where Hazel’s funeral was being held. Clarence stood beside her as the family members that she had met over the last few days, greeted her and introduced her to the ones she didn’t know.
She glanced inside the small room, noting that the pews were filling quickly. There were flowers everywhere. She smiled when she glanced at the wreath Edwin had sent. Clarence squeezed her hand. When Denise turned, she gasped looking towards the entrance. Edwin was walking towards her, dressed in a classic grey suit, looking handsome. He crossed the room to them, greeting Clarence, “Mr. Samuels, it’s a pleasure to see you again.”
When he released Clarence’s hand, he tugged Denise into his arms holding her tight, kissing the top of her head. “What are you doing here?” She pulled back from him to look up into his eyes. Clarence eased away from them, to find a seat among Denise’s family.
“The last time you asked me that, we fought,” Edwin chuckled holding on to her hands. “I’m here for you because I wanted you to know that you’re not alone.” He pulled her back into his arms. “I have to leave tonight, but I’m here now.” Denise held on to him for a few minutes more. Then she took him by the hand to sit and say goodbye to her grandmother.
Edwin sat close to Denise as she held on tight to his hand. They listened to the minister as he quoted scripture and talked about Hazel Williams. Then members of the family stood telling the group, stories about her. Several people had spoken about something that she had done or said and how it affected them.
“My sister Hazel was a character, to say the least,’ Howard said when he stood at the podium. “She spoke her mind and rarely apologized if she hurt your feelings, but that was one of the things I think that I loved most about her.” Edwin squeezed Denise’s hand thinking, so, that’s where she got it from. “She had hardships, and she was stubborn.” Howard told them story after story before saying, “One of the things she dealt with was a deep and profound prejudice against white people because of something that happened to her as a teenager. That hatred affected her for many years and cost her two relationships. One with her daughter and one with her granddaughter who most of you have met in the past few days. Denise, no matter what has happened in the past, you are a part of this family, and I know that my sister died in piece because she got to see you and say that she was sorry for the past.” Denise slipped her hand from Edwin’s to wipe away the tears that slid down her cheeks. She took the handkerchief that Edwin handed her.
When the service had concluded, and the procession followed Hazel’s casket to her final resting place. Edwin rode with Denise and her father. She held on to his hand, not letting go until they were standing near the car as so many people hugged her giving her their sincerest condolences.
Once they had returned to Hazel’s house, Denise introduced Edwin to her new family members. “Edwin this is my great uncle, Howard and his wife, Shelly.”
“Is this your boyfriend,” Shelly asked smiling at the two of them?
Edwin smiled down at Denise, “We’re dating.”
“Well, we’re glad that you’re here,” Howard said smiling. “We’ve got food and beer out back. You and Clarence come with me. The ladies always kick us out to the back yard when we get together.  Denise let Edwin’s hand go and watched as he and Clarence followed Howard through the house to the back yard.
Denise spent the next hour or so dodging questions about Edwin and the nature of their relationship from Shelly and every other female past the age of puberty. She finally slipped away from them, hiding out in her grandmother’s bedroom. She kicked off her shoes and curled up on the full-sized bed with her back to the door.
She must have dozed off because she never heard the door when it opened. The bed shifted causing her to move a little. She opened her eyes as Edwin wrapped her in his arms as he spooned her. She tried to get up. “Just let me hold you for a bit,” he said softly against her ear. Denise relaxed as their breathing synced and Edwin slid his thumb back and forth against her hand. His warmth permeated her clothing, seeping into her skin. “We fit together perfectly,” Edwin whispered in her ear. “Like we were made for each other.” Denise tried to move out of his embrace, but Edwin held her in place. “I know you don’t want to like me, but you do. I think we should explore the fact that we like each other.”
“How?”
Edwin moved to turn her so that they faced each other. He leaned forward, giving her a sweet kiss and smiling, before saying, “Be my girlfriend. All that means is that we hang out, talk often, cuddle and make out, and we don’t put any expectations on each other that we can’t handle.”
“Does making out, include sex?” Denise said sliding her hand between them.
Edwin took a deep breath when her hand hit its target, “Absolutely.”  Denise giggled as he pinched her nipple in return.
Someone knocked on the door, “Denise, you in there?”
It was Shelly. Denise climbed over Edwin to get off the bed. By the time she reached the door, Edwin was sitting on the side of the bed. “Yeah, I just needed to speak to Edwin alone for a minute. What’s up?”
“Some people are leaving, and they wanted to say goodbye, that’s all.”
“I’ll be right there. I just need to put my shoes on.” Denise closed the door and joined Edwin on the side of the bed, slipping her shoes back on.
When she finished, Edwin grabbed her pulling her into his lap. “You didn’t answer my question. Will you be my girlfriend?”
“Yes,” she said kissing him. Why the hell not? She’d broken almost all her rules anyway. She liked him, and there was nothing wrong with that.
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Denise drove Edwin to the airport a few hours later. He wanted to stay, but he had to be at work to cover for the doctor who had switched shifts with him so that he could come to Atlanta for the funeral. He hadn’t had much time alone with her since they’d come out of the bedroom. “Can I ask you a personal question?”
Denise frowned at him, “Yeah.”
“Why do you call Clarence by his name? I mean, he’s your father, right?”
Denise thought it was a fair question. To most people, it would seem strange that she called her father by his name. “Clarence and his wife Wanda adopted me when my mother Mary died. I… um had a hard time adjusting. He and Wanda didn’t want to push me into something I wasn’t ready for. So, they allowed me to call them by name. I have always called him Clarence.”
“You’ve never called him Dad?”
“No.”
“You’ve never mentioned your real father.” Edwin hoped that she would explain without him having to ask.
“I don’t know much about him. I know that he was a wealthy man here in Atlanta and that my mother worked for him as a secretary. Can we talk about something else?” The only reason that she knew that came from the arguments she had heard between her mother and her grandmother.
Once, Denise had heard her grandmother say that it didn’t matter that the bastard was sending her the money to keep her quiet and from the sums he was sending, he was someone who didn’t want the world to know he was a rapist.
Edwin sensed her closing him out. He changed the subject. “As my girlfriend, you have to be my date for this party that I have to attend next Saturday night. It’s black-tie.”
“What kind of party is it?”
“My parent’s anniversary party,” Edwin observed her, thinking that she might change her mind.
“Okay. Fancy dress party with the parents.” Denise made a face as if she tasted something foul and would vomit at any moment.
Edwin grinned at her, “We’ll have a good time. I promise.”
**
Denise stood in front of the mirror on the back of her bedroom door with her eyes closed. She felt a little nauseous. Edwin had dug a hole through the wall that surrounded her heart, that had kept her safe from getting emotionally involved with someone. She opened her eyes, satisfied that she looked alright. She grabbed her black clutch from the foot of the bed and left her bedroom. She hoped that Edwin liked the dress. Denise and Felicia had gone back to the bridal shop to get the dress that Denise had seen there. She felt decadent in it. As she walked through the living room, the layered black chiffon floated around her legs, exposing skin up to the tops of her thighs, through the matching off center splits in the front.
Edwin stood beside the car watching Denise’s door. It opened, and he stood a little straighter. She moved quickly to the stairs, and all Edwin could tell was that she looked divine in her black dress. His first real view of her came as she appeared on the stairs facing him, his brain turned to mush. With each step down the stairs that she took, smooth brown skin teased him starting with the thick sparkly band across her toes and then again at her ankle.
As she moved towards him, he was finally able to move his eyes upward, taking in the thin sparkly belt around her flat waist and up to the sheer black sleeveless bodice that appeared see-through except for the black sequin overlay that blocked out her breasts. The only jewelry she wore was a single and straightforward silver ring on her right hand and a matching bracelet on her left wrist. The jewel neckline of the dress was high enough that a necklace was not required. Her hair was curly and styled in an elegant, slightly messy bun at the base of her head. Her eyes sparkled as she smiled shyly at him. She stopped a foot from him. “What,” she asked when he didn’t move or say anything.
“I’m sorry. It’s just that I’ve never seen anything so beautiful before. You in that dress is amazing.”
“Did you expect me to show up in a burlap sack or hooker heels and body glitter?” Edwin closed his eyes for a few seconds. “What are you doing?”
“I’m just picturing it. You know, the heels and glitter and nothing else, that is.” He opened his eyes. The smile Denise gave him caused his stomach to twist into a knot. He wanted to kiss her, but he knew that he’d never stop if he did. “Shall we?” Edwin asked as he opened the door to the limo for her.
Denise got in and slid across the seat to the other side. Once Edwin was inside, and the door closed, the limo started to move. He could see that she was nervous. Edwin reached across the seat, taking her hand in his. He sighed, “It’s just a formal party that I have to attend every year. This is the first time I’ve ever looked forward to going.”
“Why?”
“Because of you,” Edwin said, raising her hand so that he could kiss the back of it.
Denise’s hand tingled where his lips touched it. It spread through her body settling in the pit of her stomach. What was it about this man that made her feel all gooey inside with a simple touch or look? She wanted to take her hand from his, but Edwin held on to it firmly, lowering it to rest on his thigh, caressing the back of her hand with his thumb. Holding hands had never been her thing, but it felt right with Edwin.
He held her gaze as he made lazy circles on her hand. Her nipples hardened, and a tingle ran down her spine. She had to get a grip on herself. Denise pulled her gaze from his, looking at the buildings as they passed. She tried not to look back at him for a bit. It was hard to do because he looked so handsome in his tuxedo with its white jacket. She noticed that his hair was shorter than usual. Denise liked it better long, the way he’d been wearing it since she met him.
“What are you thinking,” Edwin asked tugging on her hand to get her to look at him again.
“That I wished you hadn’t cut your hair,” she said looking at him through the darkness of the car.
Edwin raised a hand to his hair, “You don’t like it?”
Denise smiled at his sudden case of insecurity. “You’re still sexy. I like it better, the way it was.” The car pulled into the circle driveway of the hotel, slowing to a stop in front of the entrance. The driver got out and went around to the passenger side, opening the door for them.
Denise slid across the seat as Edwin got out. She slipped her hand into his, allowing him to help her to her feet. He held on to her hand as they entered the building. As the people near them looked at her and Edwin, Denise began to feel a little self-conscious. Maybe her dress was a bit too sexy. She should have tried to strike a balance between Ms. Lewd and Ms. Too Through.
Edwin led her through the hotel to the elevator. It filled quickly with others dressed similarly in formal attire and others who were a lot more casual. Denise had paid no attention to what floor Edwin had chosen from the panel of buttons. After several stops, they reached their level. Several people had exited the elevator, and there was only one other couple in the elevator with them.
When the doors opened, they all exited and followed the same path to a set of double doors that stood open. They entered, and Denise was mesmerized by the size of the room. There was a stage sitting a few feet above a large dance floor and off to one side was a bandstand with a small orchestra playing classical music. There had to be a hundred round tables with about six chairs at each one. Men and women dressed in expensive clothing and jewelry mingled about.
“Eddie, there you are.” Denise recognized his sister Ashley from when they met at the restaurant, but her look was toned down a bit. Her hair was parted down the middle hiding the shaved sides and some of the pink highlights. She still had her piercings, but her tattoos were mostly covered up by the simple long-sleeved evening gown she wore. “Holy shit! You look fantastic,” she said to Denise.
“Thank you. You look nice,” Denise returned the compliment.
“Come with me. I can’t wait to introduce you to Grams,” Ashley said taking Denise’s arm and tugging her along. Denise turned to Edwin, with a silent plea for help, but he simply smiled and followed them. As they stopped at a table near the dance floor, an older woman in a backless white dress smiled up at them. “Grams, this is Eddie’s date, Denise.”
The woman stood to put both her hands on Denise’s arms, looking her in the eyes. She then examined Denise from head to toe. “I’m Edwin’s Grandmother, Lily. I’m happy to meet you.” Denise smiled as the woman hugged her affectionately. Then Lily turned to her grandson, “She’s a real hottie. Good for you.”
Denise blushed with embarrassment as Edwin beamed at his grandmother’s compliment. Lily introduced her to Mitch. Edwin pulled out a chair for Denise and took a seat next to her. Lily had wanted to know more about how she and Edwin had met. Denise told her why she’d been in the hospital.
“…and now you’re a bounty hunter?”
Denise smiled, “Not yet, right now I’m handling the paperwork and things like that, but I will be as soon as J.J.’s daughter returns to work.” As she talked with Lily, Denise noticed that Edwin and his sister chatted with each other. She caught the tail end of their conversation. Ashley had said something about fixing the situation by changing a few of the place cards on the tables so that Edwin didn’t have to sit with them. She didn’t know who the reference was to, but Edwin seemed relieved.
“How does your family feel about what you do,” Lily asked with genuine interest?
“Clarence, I’m sure would rather have me doing anything less dangerous, but I’m a big girl. I can take care of myself. He respects my decisions.”
“What about your mother. I’m sure she must be frantic with worry about you,” Lily asked?
Denise’s smile faltered just a bit, “Wanda died when I was a child, but I’m sure she would support me in whatever I chose to do with my life.”
Lily laid her hand on top of Denise’s. “I’m sorry about your mother. I’m sure she is very proud of you.”
Edwin had been listening to the conversation with as much interest as his Grams. He and Denise hadn’t gotten around to talking more about her family. She tended to change the subject when he asked her questions about them and her childhood. He stood holding out his hand to Denise. “May I have this dance?”
Denise smiled slipping her hand into his. They joined other couples on the dance floor moving to a slow melodic song played by the orchestra. Edwin slipped his arm around her and held her close, guiding her around the dance floor. “Grams likes you,” he said smiling.
“I like her too,” Denise said looking at him. “Do you spend a lot of time with her?”
“Not as much as we used to. My grandfather died a few years ago and ever since then, she’s been busy. She travels a lot now, marking things off her bucket list. She said that she had spent her whole life waiting for her husband to slow down and take a break from work so that they could do all the things that they had talked about, but he never did slow down. When he died, she said she was going to go out and live her life to the fullest, and that’s what she’s been doing. She came in as a surprise for my parent’s anniversary party. She and my mother don’t get along. That’s why we are sitting at a separate table.”
“Is that what your sister was talking about? I heard her tell you that she rearranged the place cards.”
“Don’t worry about it. I wouldn’t have left you to sit with people you didn’t know,” Edwin said softly.”
“I’m a big girl Edwin. I would have understood if the seating arrangement called for you to sit with your parents.” The song ended. Edwin led her back to the table. As the evening passed Denise noticed that even when Edwin left her side from time to time to speak with someone, that he never went near his parent’s table.
Ashley had pointed them out to her at one point when they were alone at the table. Edwin looked a lot like his father, tall and handsome. His father’s hair was dark, but sprinkled with silver, especially near his ears. After that Denise occasionally caught the eye of his mother washing over her, but the elegant blonde never came across the room to introduce herself.
Ashley pointed Tiffany out to her as well. Tiffany was beautiful, tall with a nice body, long strawberry blonde hair. According to Ashley the color wasn’t natural and came from a hairstylist they shared name Gio. Denise found Tiffany’s eyes on her often throughout the evening. She kept her distance though. Denise was grateful for that. She would hate to turn up and embarrass Edwin and his family if Tiffany wanted to approach her with any mess.
Denise had a good time. She and Edwin danced and dined and laughed with his sister, grandmother, and Mitch throughout the evening. They had just returned from the dance floor when Denise excused herself to the lady’s room. “I’ll be back in a minute. I need to powder my nose,” she said with a smile.
**
Edwin looked across the room. He should speak to his parents and now was as good a time as any. He started to cross the room, but Tiffany intercepted him. “Good evening,” Tiffany said with a devilish smile, touching Edwin’s arm. She smiled seductively as she slid her hand down his arm, sliding her hand across the front of him, accidentally brushing his cock, on purpose. Edwin pushed her hand away.
There had been a time when one look from her had him hard and ready for her, but now she didn’t do it for him. Edwin had never liked her predatory nature when it came to sex. He felt like he was merely a tool for her enjoyment, a toy to cause her pleasure. “What do you want?”
“When you said you wanted to go abroad to help people in third world countries, I didn’t whine or pout. I supported you, knowing that when you came home, we would be together. That was the plan, right? You got to do what you wanted for a year, and then you would come home, and we were supposed to get married and start our lives together. Who is that whore you brought with you tonight?”
“Don’t talk about her like that.” He was rapidly losing his temper. “Obviously you don’t recall the conversation we had before I left. You know the one, where I told you that it was over between us.”
Tiffany reached out taking his tie in her hands, straightening it. “It’s not over until I say so.” Tiffany ran her hands over his shoulders. Edwin swatted at her touch. She seemed to have more to say, but his parents interrupted them.
“Tiffany may we have a moment alone with our son,” Edwin’s mother said sweetly.
Tiffany smiled at them with as fake a smile as his mother’s, “Of course.”
**
Denise was putting her skirt into place before stepping out of the stall when she heard Edwin’s name mentioned by someone entering the lady’s room. “Did you see the look on Tiffany’s face when Edwin walked in with that woman.”
“I thought she’d explode,”
“Honestly what do you expect? She’s been going all over town telling everyone for the past year that when he returned home, they would start planning their wedding. It must have killed her to see him with another woman tonight, and an African American at that.
“Did you see her dress?”
“She’s got style. I’ll give her that. There was no way the two of them would not be noticed walking in. How long do you think the affair has been going on?”
“Who knows or cares?  I’m sure that he’s just using her for sex. Poor Tiffany.”
Denise stepped out of the stall, smiling at the women who had been talking about her, “Excuse me,” she said walking between them to wash her hands. She could feel their eyes on her. “Just so you know, the sex is so good that Edwin can use me til there’s nothing left.” Denise moved around them to dry her hands with one of the terry cloth towels on the edge of the sink and left the room.
Denise stopped outside the main entrance to the restroom and took a deep breath to calm herself. She walked back to the ballroom. There was a small crowd of men and women at the entrance. Denise stood on the edge of the group, waiting for an opportunity to squeeze between them.
As the crowd thinned out, she inched closer to the opening. “…I brought Denise here to show you that you can’t control my life.”
Denise stopped in her tracks. Edwin looked past his mother. She had been smiling, but now she frowned and rolled her eyes. Denise turned and walked away from the ballroom towards the elevator. “Denise, wait,” Edwin called after her. She knew he was following her. She walked as fast as she could without tripping in her heels. Just as she reached the elevator and pushed the button. Edwin’s hand wrapped around her arm turning her. “It’s not what it sounded like.”
“It’s not?” Denise looked at him and rolled her eyes. “It sounded like you used me to make a point.”
“No,” Edwin said as the elevator doors opened. “Let me explain.”
Denise shook off his hold on her and stepped inside the empty elevator. Edwin moved to enter with her. “No!” Denise held up her hand to him. “Leave me alone. I can’t believe that I thought you were different.” 
Edwin stood there watching tears escaping Denise’s eyes as the doors closed separating them. He knew that if he went after her, they would argue, and he’d never get her to listen to him. He would give her some time to calm down, and then he’d explain, and everything would be okay between them again.
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“Listen up everybody,” Denise had to yell to get the Johnson family of bounty hunters to settle down so that she could tell them about the guy they were going after that day. She stuck a picture up on the large whiteboard. She had already put up the information about their bounty. “His name is Tanner Sullivan, thirty-two years old. He’s six foot even, two hundred forty pounds, blonde hair, blue eyes, and he’s got tattoos, two on his left forearm, a skull, and a cross. He has no scars, and he’s known to his friends as Tanner the tank. This guy is a piece of work. He’s got twenty-three priors. Assault, assault with a deadly weapon, burglary, drugs, you name it. He jumped bail on an attempted murder charge. His neighbor is the one that gave us the best intel on him. He’s been hitting on her daughter who is sixteen, and she wants him gone. So, I think we can trust her information. I called her this morning, and she said he is home right now.”
“This guy is violent, but we need to try to bring him in without having any altercations, but I want everyone carrying their weapon along with mace. Denise has done the hard part. She tracked this Son of a bitch down. Now, all we have to do is bring him in,” Jacob Johnson said to his team. “Suit up. That includes you, Denise.”
“What about the office?” Since Denise had been hired a few weeks ago, she had manned the desk and handled things in the office while the others were out on assignments.
“My mother is going to fill in today.” As if on cue, the door opened, and Delores Johnson entered the storefront office of J.J. Investigations. The plan had been for Denise to work in the office until Michelle was ready to return to work.
Mateo’s absence and the bail jumper they were after today had changed that. Tanner's rap sheet was long. He had missed his last court date.  J.J. believed this guy was desperate and needed everyone working together to bring him in. They had his description and thanks to the hard work Denise had put in. They knew that he was living with a friend in an old run-down apartment complex south of the city center.
Denise and the others on the team were dressed in jeans or cargo pants and tee shirts. They put their vests and equipment on, checked their guns and made sure they had their handcuffs. They did a check on their communication devices. Denise was excited to get out of the office. She checked her weapon and slid it in the holster at her hip.
“You ready for this, sweet cheeks,” Alec said from behind her? Denise glanced over her shoulder at him, not answering. She often found him looking at her with interest, kind of the way he was checking her out at that moment. Denise wouldn’t get involved with someone she worked with, even if she had kicked Dr. Sexy to the curb. It had only been a few days, but she would eventually stop thinking about him and how he made her feel.
The group gathered in the war room, as they called it. It was a room in the back of the office where their gear was stored. Everyone stood in a circle and held hands and bowed their heads. Jacob always led them in a prayer before they went out to pick up a bail jumper. In the week that Denise had been working with them, they had gone out to bring in three people. Denise was asked to join them for prayer on the first hunt. Jacob had explained that she was not just an employee and part of the team, she was now a part of his family, and he wanted his family under God’s protection when they worked. “Lord we come before you humbly asking that you watch over each of us and keep us safe today as we go out here to bring a fugitive in. Let it go down smooth, but if it can’t, let everyone including our bounty come out of this alive and in one piece, Amen.”  Everyone said Amen, and then Jacob tossed a badge to Denise. “Let’s go. Denise, you’re with Drake. The rest of you are with me,” J.J. said with a clap of his hands.
**
Since Denise had driven to the complex, Drake told her to stay in the car while he walked up to the back of the apartment. The others were covering at the front of the building. In route, Denise had confirmed with the neighbor that she hadn’t seen Tanner, or his friend leave the apartment.
It was a small apartment complex. There were stairs, patios or balconies in the back. She watched Drake as he stood by the stairwell leading to the apartment where Tanner was reportedly staying.
She listened as R.J. told everyone that they had knocked on the door and they could hear movement inside the house. A few seconds later, Denise heard Drake yell, “Stop right there.” 
Tanner continued down the stairs and bowled over Drake, knocking him to the ground. Denise used her radio. “Tanner came out the back, and Drake's down, I’m going after him.” She jumped out of the car, chasing him. As she passed Drake who looked ok, she slowed long enough to see if he was injured. He had no physical wounds. It looked like he had the wind knocked out of him.
Denise continued after Tanner, who was scaling a fence at the edge of the property. By the time she made it to there, she could hear the team behind her. Just as she jumped grabbing the edge of the wooden slats, she heard Jacob yelling for her to stop. She threw a leg over and then the other, landing in a crouch in another apartment complex.
Tanner hadn’t gotten far. He was still moving, but it looked like he might have sprained his ankle coming off the fence. Denise ran after him, tackling him. She had her arms around his waist when they hit the ground. A sharp pain ripped through her hand as they touched the pavement, but it was only momentary. Tanner pulled himself out of her grasp trying to get up. Denise rotated her body, swinging her legs around, toward his feet. She put all her strength into it, and Tanner went down again with a thud as her legs swept his out from under him.
Denise didn’t have time to do anything else as Alec and Jacob wrestled Tanner to the ground handcuffing him. R.J. helped her to her feet. “Is Drake okay?” Denise was still concerned about her partner.
“He’s fine, but you need to go to the ER,” R.J. said looking at her hand. Denise looked down and felt her stomach roll. Her pinky finger on her left hand was sitting askew. “Might be dislocated.”
“Fuck me,” Denise said turning her face from her injury.
Once they had Tanner secured, Jacob looked her hand over then turned to his son. “Alec get one of the cars and take her to get that looked at.” Alec left them while Jacob forced Tanner to sit on the pavement. “What were you thinking, going over the fence? Didn’t you hear me tell you to stop?”
“I was pissed when I saw Drake go down. I wasn’t going to let him get away,” Denise said with a grimace as the adrenaline coursing through her started to drop, and she could begin to feel the pain in her hand.
R.J. laughed, you got a little bit of monkey in you or something. You were up and over that wall like it was nothing.” Denise gave her a half smile.
“My favorite part was the ninja spin she did to kick his feet out from under him,” Jacob chuckled. “Where did you learn that?”
“I watch a lot of karate movies. That was a Jackie Chan move,” Denise said laughing with them. Jacob was shaking his head. Denise guessed that he wasn’t pleased at her disobeying his order to stop at the fence, but he didn’t mention it.
**
“Dr. McAlister, that lady is on the phone again, for you,” one of the ER nurses said to him as he passed her.
Tiffany had been calling him all day, and he’d been ignoring her calls, all day. “I’m with a patient,” he said as he continued down the hall. Today had been extremely busy, and it didn’t seem as though the load was going to lighten anytime soon. He was on his way to look at a guy who had a nail stuck in the bottom of his foot. Just as he got to the door of the guy’s room, Edwin saw Denise being led into a room further down the hall. She was holding her left hand as if it were hurt. His heart stopped.
He passed up room number three and continued down the hall. As he got to the doorway, Denise was telling the attending doctor how she got her injury. “It must have happened when we hit the ground. I registered some pain, but I guess my adrenaline was so high that I didn’t realize what had happened until someone said something about it.”
Edwin stepped inside the room. “I got this, Grant. Will you take care of the guy in room three?” Denise looked at him and rolled her eyes. She knew the minute they turned on to Worth Street that there was a chance that she could run into Edwin and now she had.
Grant Bellows looked up from the patient’s hand. “Um, okay. We did an x-ray. It’s just dislocated.” He stood and slid around Edwin.
Edwin sat on the vacated stool, scooting closer to Denise. He took her left hand gently, examining her pinky finger with care. “So, how did you do this?”
As he leaned close, Denise made the mistake of inhaling. He smelled good like he had on their date. She sniffed his hair again. “Does it matter?”
Edwin glanced up at her. “I assume that it has something to do with your new job.” His eyes locked on hers for a second, then dropped to her lips before he lowered them back to her hand. “I’ve tried calling you, but…” he started to speak.
Denise interrupted him. “The finger is the only thing I care about. I don’t need to hear any more lies from you.”
She was angry with him, and she had every right to be. He turned his attention back to her hand. “I need to put it back into place. I can give you something for the pain.”
“Just do it,” Denise said. The sooner he finished, the sooner she could get away from his handsome face and tender touch.
“It’s going to hurt.” He tried to warn her.
“I’m a big girl doctor. I can handle it.”
Edwin knew he needed to distract her. “I don’t know how much you heard but eavesdropping often leads to misunderstandings. I know that you’re afraid…”
“You’ve got a lot of nerve, you asshole. Did I misunderstand that you were using me…” As she got wound up and angry, Edwin pulled her finger quickly snapping it back into place. “Aaah! You fuck face bastard,” she growled loudly!
A nurse stuck her head in the doorway. “Everything okay in here?” Several people in the hallway had heard the commotion in room number eight.
“Yeah, I just put her finger back in place. That’s all,” Edwin said dismissing the nurse.
“You’re okay,” Edwin said softly, caressing her wrist.
Denise was glad that he was finished, but in addition to the pain, his thumb running back and forth over the inside of her wrist was causing little electric shocks to fly up her arm. She jerked her arm away from him. “Can I go now?”
“Not yet,” Edwin said pushing his stool backward. “Just to be sure everything is okay, I want you to have another x-ray. Then I’ll put a splint on it. Are you sure you don’t want something for the pain?” He could see the anguish in her features.  He wasn’t sure if it was caused by the pain in her hand or by him.
Denise didn’t get to answer. Another nurse stuck her head in the room. “There you are, Dr. McAlister. You have a call. She said she’s your fiancé and that she needs to speak to you right away.”
Edwin closed his eyes, gritting his teeth. “Tell her I’ll call her back.” When he opened his eyes, Denise was staring at him with contempt. “It’s not what you think…”
Denise shook her head, “It’s none of my business. How long is this x-ray going to take?”
Edwin wanted to explain the situation to Denise, but he didn’t think it would do him much good. He answered her question. “Not long.”
“Can you get Alec for me? He’s in the waiting room.” Maybe if Edwin thought that she had moved on, he’d leave her alone and accept that it was over between them.
“Alec?”
Denise sensed jealousy from Edwin when he said Alec’s name. “Yeah, you can’t miss him. Good looking, tall, cocoa colored brother with a bald head.”
Edwin clenched his jaw again. This time so tight that Edwin could feel the nerve flexing just below his ear. The way she described him, it sounded like she had a thing for him. “Sure. I’ll send him back,” Edwin said leaving the room.
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A few minutes later Alec entered the room, “Everything alright sweet cheeks?” Denise sighed as Alec took a seat on the same stool Edwin had used. He reached out taking her throbbing hand in his. Denise looked at their hands and then at Alec’s face. Why didn’t she feel anything when he touched her? He was handsome and well built. He was just her type, or he used to be. Normally Denise would have been all over him.
“They’re going to do another x-ray, but yeah I think so.”
“I’ll take you back to the office. Mom and Dad want to make sure you’re okay. Then I’ll take you home and if you need me to. I’ll help you out of your clothes, help you shower.”
Denise shook her head with a smile, “I think I can manage without you.”
“I promise not to look at you naked,” He said with a smirk.
“Am I supposed to believe that?”
“Hey, you can’t blame a man for trying. I knew that you would shoot me down, but I can’t help myself, teasing you is the highlight of my days,” Alec said grinning at her. “You did an awesome job today. I was surprised to see that sweet ass…”
“Here we go,” Edwin said pushing a wheelchair into the room. He hadn’t missed the fact that Alec was caressing her hand and that Denise was smiling fondly at him.
“What’s that for,’ Denise asked looking from the chair to Edwin?
“I’m taking you up to get that x-ray.”
“I can walk.”
“It’s hospital policy.” Alec moved back so that Denise could get off the bed. As Denise sat in the chair, Alec looked as if he intended to go with them. “You can wait here. It won’t take long.” He swung the chair around and pushed Denise into the hall before her boyfriend could say anything else.
After he’d shown the chocolate Mr. Clean to her room, Edwin had stood outside the door for a bit. As soon as he heard the guy offer to help her shower, he’d heard enough. He knew that it was his fault that she’d moved on, but he didn’t like the thought of her with this guy. What was so special about him? “Is that your boyfriend?” He couldn’t help himself. He wanted to know, but he hoped that she wouldn’t answer the question.
Denise couldn’t believe the nerve of him. “Yes, not that it’s any of your business,” she lied.
“You’re right. It’s not.” Edwin stopped the chair in front of the elevator, pushing the up button. “I assume you met at work. He looks like he’d be a tough guy?”
Denise spoke as the elevator doors opened. “What is this? What are you doing? You’re talking like we’re friends or something.”
After the people exiting were out of the way, Edwin wheeled her in, turning and pushing the button for the floor they needed. “You said you didn’t do the boyfriend thing or was that just something you told me?”  Denise liked him, was attracted to him, he knew that. He wished they could be friends, and that he and Denise could have continued to get to know each other. “We could try being friends.”
“You’re fucking kidding me, right?” Denise tried to swivel in the chair to look at him. The elevator stopped, and someone got on. “Why are you the one taking me to get the x-ray anyway. Don’t you all have people to do that kind of thing? Doctor’s don’t usually wheel people around.”
As the elevator stopped on their floor, Edwin pushed Denise out and to the right. “I was getting ready to take a break. No point in ordering an orderly to do it, when I was right there.” Edwin had done it because he wasn’t ready to let her go. He was pushing her along a long hallway with no doors that she could see. He stopped the chair and put the brakes on and walked around to crouch in front of her.
“What are you doing?” She was fed up with this whole thing, and it showed on her face.
Edwin looked her in the eye, “I’m not sure how much you heard that night. I asked you to go to that party with me because I wanted to be there with you. Yes, I also wanted my mother to see that I’m not going to do what she wants, that she can’t keep trying to control my life. That was wrong of me.”
Was that supposed to make Denise feel better? He liked her, but he used her. “Why are you telling me this, now? What about your fiancé?”
He was telling her because he loved her and didn’t want to lose her. As for the fiancé thing, he was working on that. “I’m not engaged, and I’m telling you this now because you wouldn’t listen to me the other night and you haven’t answered my calls. This was the only way I could get you to listen to me. Will you let me explain everything to you?”
Denise looked into his eyes, searching for the truth. He seemed sad, lost even. She believed that he was remorseful, that he was being honest with her. She didn’t know why she agreed to think about it, but she did. “Okay, I’ll think about it.” Edwin’s smile was disarming. He was pleased just hearing her say she’d think about it. Denise could see it in his eyes.  “Now, can we get on with this x-ray? My hand has a heartbeat.”
**
“Does it hurt right now,” Felicia asked sitting down across from Denise.
Denise looked down at her left hand. Her pinky and ring fingers had been taped together. “Right now, no. The doctor gave me some pain killers and told me to ice it, to keep the swelling down, and I’ll have to see a bone specialist next week to make sure it’s healing properly. The worst part is that I will have to keep it taped up for up to six weeks.”
“How is that going to affect your job?”
“J.J. said I’d be kept on desk duty until the doctor says it’s okay.”
“Don’t look so sad,” Felicia said grabbing a toe of the foot Denise had propped up on the coffee table.
Denise slipped her feet off the table and on to the floor. She went to the kitchen to refill her glass. “I just feel like I can’t do anything right. I screwed up my first hunt, and I screwed up whatever was happening with my boyfriend and me…”
“Wait, What?” Felicia asked curiously. Denise closed her eyes and shook her head as she realized what she’d said. “Come on, tell me.”
Denise poured wine into a glass. “Don’t get all geeked up about it ‘cause it’s not going any further.”
Felicia squealed and nearly knocked Denise over as she came back to the living room. “You been holding out on me. In your own words, ‘Don’t make me cut you. Spill!” Denise sipped her wine and sat back on the sofa, putting her feet up. “Should you be drinking with pain pills?”
“I haven’t taken any yet. Stop mothering me.”
“Stop stalling and tell me what I want to know.” Felicia sat on the sofa this time, removing her shoes and sitting Indian style facing her friend.
Denise brought Felicia up to date, telling her everything she wasn’t aware of. “… and that’s where we left it.”
“Wow. What are you going to do?”
Denise sipped from her glass, “I’ll call him tomorrow. Right now, I want to hear about what’s going on with you and Perry.”
**
Edwin stood in front of the door, afraid to knock. He was taking a big chance coming to Denise’s apartment without calling first. She may not be alone. That thought alone, made him want to turn around and leave, but he raised his hand and knocked. His stomach twisted and turned with uncertainty. He knocked again, harder this time.
From the other side of the door, he heard Denise’s angry voice, “I’m coming, damn it. Hold your fucking horses.” There was a moment of silence, and then he heard, “Shit.”
Edwin could only guess that she’d looked at him through the peephole. “Denise, open up.” He crossed his fingers, praying that she would. He heard a click or two, and the door opened slightly.
“What are you doing here?”
“I wanted to check on you, and I brought you some breakfast,” he said holding up a brown bag for her to see. The door opened wider, and Edwin stepped inside. The curtains were closed making the room dark even in the morning light.
Denise closed the door and flipped the light switch, illuminating the room via the lamp connected to the switch. “What time is it?”
Edwin tried not to smile too much as he looked at her in an oversized tee shirt. It fell almost to mid-thigh. She was barefoot, and her hair was a mess of curls all over her head. She stood there with her eyes closed. “It’s half past seven.” Denise groaned. “Sorry I woke you. I forget that not everyone is up at the crack of dawn. Here,” he said taking her hand. “Sit down,” he said leading her to the sofa. Once she was settled, he sat the bag on the coffee table and removed his jacket. “How did you sleep?”
Denise curled her legs under her and rested her head on the arm of the sofa, “Okay once the pills started to work. I don’t understand why you’re here. Did I drunk text you again?”
Edwin had grabbed the bag and was headed to the kitchen when she spoke, but he stopped and turned. “You were drinking with your medication?”
Before Denise could answer, Edwin was kneeling in front of her, yanking on her eyelids. She swatted his hands away. “I drank before I took the pills.” She realized quickly that it didn’t sound much better the way she said it. “That’s not what I meant. I had a couple of glasses of wine way before I took the pills.”
Edwin wasn’t sure if he believed her, but there wasn’t much he could do about it now. While he was close to her, he examined her finger. The splint was still in place. “Did you eat anything after you left the hospital?”
Denise looked at him rolling her eyes. She was still angry with him, and even though she’d told Felicia that she would call him today, she wanted to do it in her own time. Him being here was forcing her hand. Him being this close to her, touching her caused her to think crazy thoughts. Thoughts that weren’t just of them naked and horizontal. She was thinking of them having a future together. She was breaking rule after rule where Edwin was concerned. “Why do you affect me this way?”
“How do I affect you?” Edwin kissed her hand looking into her eyes. Denise snatched her hand from his and stood, moving away from him. Edwin sat on the sofa facing her as she stood on the other side of the coffee table. She looked adorable. Edwin rose, taking the few steps necessary to reach her. She looked up at him as he cupped her cheek, running his thumb across her bottom lip. “Tell me how I affect you?”
Denise’s lips parted, but she never uttered a word. Edwin lowered his mouth to hers, and she was lost to the powerful seduction of his lips. Denise didn’t know how it happened, but she found herself lifted off the floor, pressed against Edwin as he kissed her like he was a starving man and she was the last morsel of food he’d ever have.
Somehow, they made it to the bedroom, landing on the bed. Denise lay on her back with Edwin cradled between her legs. She tugged at his shirt. Edwin reluctantly released her lips, standing beside the bed, he slid his shirt off, tossing it aside. He removed his pants when she fumbled with his fly. Standing naked before her he carefully lifted her top., not wanting to jar her injured hand.
Edwin grabbed the edges of the lacey underwear she had on, sliding it from under her and down her legs. He dropped to his knees spreading her legs and pulling her to the edge of the bed. He moved his head from side to side inhaling her arousal, letting his lips brush against her wetness. Edwin ran his thumb up and down her opening before spreading her apart for his delight.
Denise was breathing hard. He was playing with her, teasing her and she wasn’t in the mood for it. She reached her uninjured hand between her legs grabbing the hair at the top of his head pulling him into contact with her aching center. She rotated her hips making sure he knew what she wanted.
Edwin spread her open and devoured her. She moaned and bucked against his lips and tongue, coating his face. He knew she was close to a sensual explosion when she let his hair go and her legs began to shake. He didn’t want her to cum like this. He gave her a final flick of his tongue, standing and joining his body to hers in a quick thrust that rocked the bed. Edwin arched his back and rolled his hips burying himself deeper with each thrust. He could feel Denise squeezing tighter around him. Her orgasm had started. Edwin grabbed her ankles, pressing her legs far apart as his tempo increased. Then he threw his head back and plunged as far as he could into her as his muscles trembled with the intensity of his climax.
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Later, Denise and Edwin lay together under the covers of her bed. Her head on his chest as he twirled a lock of her hair with one hand while resting his other hand on top of hers. She traced a circle around his nipple. “When you came back from the lady’s room that night, I had been arguing with my parents. My mother had waited until you left the room to speak to me. She said that you looked like a lovely young lady, but she needed me to end the relationship. I asked her why? She said that I had to commit to Tiffany. I stopped her and told her that I had brought you to the party to show her that she couldn’t control my life and I meant it. That’s what you heard.
After you left, my father who had been standing there with my mother when we argued, told me what has been going on and why my mother has been so focused on getting Tiffany and me together. My father’s business is in some financial trouble, and Tiffany’s father has put together a merger deal that would bail the company out, but he’s placed a stipulation in the contract that I have to marry his daughter.”
Denise snorted and raised herself on one elbow. “That’s the dumbest thing I have ever heard. That kind of shit only happens in the movies.”
“That’s what I said to my dad. Unfortunately, it does happen in real life. While I was off providing medical care to ravaged third-world countries, Tiffany was here telling the world that when I got back that we would be getting married.” He sighed, looking at the beautiful woman staring down at him. “We had been dating, and I wasn’t happy with her. I needed a break and signed up with DWB. I broke it off with her before I left, but she seems to have forgotten that fact. She has convinced her father to go along with this delusion, and he somehow got it past my father’s lawyers and into the contract for the merger.”
“So, now you are expected to marry her to save your family business?” Denise got out of the bed. She found her tee shirt and pulled it over her head. She snorted again, mumbling. Edwin sat up watching Denise pace the floor. “This kind of crap only happens to white people. Black people would be like, fuck that. I’m not marrying that crazy bitch so that you can keep your business. You better get a job, punk.” Edwin couldn’t help but grin even though Denise was serious. “If you marry her, your father gets the money he needs and what, he gets to keep his business?”
“Not exactly. He’d still own a significant portion of the company, but Westlake Inc, would absorb my father’s debts and Tiffany’s family will essentially own the majority and controlling interest.”
“So, your father becomes an employee basically, and doesn’t have to shoulder the financial losses?”
“Yeah,” Edwin said after considering it all.
“Can’t your father find another company to make a deal with? I’m sure that your friend Max could put him in touch with the right people.”
“Theoretically, I guess. It would depend on the contract that my father has signed with Westlake. He’s had his lawyers going through it with a fine-tooth comb, but so far it seems ironclad.”
“No offense, but if his lawyers didn’t catch this thing, the first time, why should they be trusted to find a solution. They may be getting a kickback from Westlake to throw the deal in his favor. Maybe your father needs to find a better set of lawyers, just saying.”
Denise had a very valid point. Watching her walk back and forth, in only her tee shirt had Edwin thinking of other things at the moment. “Come here,” he said beckoning her with his finger. When she didn’t move towards him, Edwin hopped to the end of the bed exposing his hardness as he pulled her to stand between his legs. “Let’s talk about this later.”
**
Denise stretched her arms above her head, yawning. She opened her eyes reaching out and finding only empty space on the other side of the bed. She sat up looking over the bed to the floor. Edwin’s clothes were gone. She got out of bed putting on her tee shirt again. Edwin wasn’t in the living room, but there was a note on the coffee table.
Ms. Loud Moaner
I had to run out for a little while. I’ll be back soon, and I’ll bring food.
Dr. Sexy
Denise smiled at the note. She wasn’t sure how long he had been gone and how long it would be before he returned, but she figured a nice hot shower was in order. She would also strip the bed and do some laundry.
An hour later she had put clean sheets on the bed, showered and was sitting on the sofa flipping through the cable channels when Edwin used her key to unlock the door. He had a huge smile on his face as he closed it behind himself. Edwin was carrying a bag that indicated Chinese food. He sat it on the coffee table and leaned down to kiss her.
When he pulled away, he smiled, “I didn’t get anything to drink. After I got the food, I realized that I’d been away from you too long and I rushed back.”
Denise got up and went to the kitchen grabbing her last bottle of wine. “I got it covered.”
She handed the bottle to him and the opener before getting two glasses down. She took out the containers of food while Edwin poured the wine.
“Want to know where I’ve been,” Edwin asked as he handed her a glass?
“Sure,” Denise said as Edwin sat on the floor on the other side of the table.
“After you fell asleep. I couldn’t stop thinking about what you said about my father’s lawyers. I called Max and told him about this whole mess. He asked me to get a copy of the contract and bring it to him. I went by the house and got a copy from my father.
I think I told you that Max’s brother-in-law is his business partner.” Denise nodded as she sipped her wine. “Anyway, Hank is a corporate lawyer, and he has to be one of the best, working with Max and all. Hank and his staff are going to go over the contract and Max may be willing to offer my father a better deal. He wanted to invest with my father anyway, but he backed out once he heard of Westlake’s involvement.”
“So, you may have found a way to save your family’s business without getting married.”
“Yes. It’ll be a few weeks before Hank and Max have this all worked out, but it looks that way.”
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The next few weeks went by in a flurry of activity. Denise returned to work, and it almost seemed like Edwin had moved in with her. He was there in the morning, and he was there at night, and Denise loved every minute of it. She had even spent time with his sister and grandmother. She hadn’t been ready to meet his parents when Edwin asked her to.
One night after work, they’d been cuddle together on the sofa watching an action movie when Edwin said, “Ash and Grams have been talking about you a lot. They really like you.”
“I like them too.”
“My parents want to meet you.”
Denise pushed herself away from him so that she could look at his face. “I thought they were set on you marrying Tiffany.” Edwin still hadn’t told them about Max and Hank trying to find a solution to their problem. As far as Denise knew they still thought of her as a problem.
“They were until I told them that I love you.” Edwin didn’t know what to expect from Denise once the words were out of his mouth. He couldn’t hold it back any longer. He wanted her and the world to know what she meant to him. “You don’t have to say anything. I just want you to know how I feel.” Denise licked her lips. Her head was spinning, and she couldn’t breathe. Edwin pulled her back into his arms. “Don’t freak out on me. I’m not asking you for anything other than knowing how I feel.”
Denise had broken every rule in her book except one. She hadn’t told him that she loved him. It had been on the edge of her tongue several times, but something kept her quiet. She wanted to say it to him now, but she couldn’t get the words past the lump in her throat.
It could have been that she felt guilty for feeling happy while Felica and Perry had broken up. She had spent time with them both, and while Perry was ready to put the past behind them and move on, Felicia wasn’t. She refused to see Perry or talk to him, but Perry was working to get her back.
Denise and Edwin had been in on a secret project involving Felicia’s mother and father. Perry had purchased a storefront for them, and they had all been working to get it ready to open without Felicia knowing about it. Denise had also been given a task to help with that. Perry had asked her to take Felicia house hunting. He wanted Felicia to pick out her own house without knowing that it was what she was doing. Denise had told Felicia that Clarence was moving from Fort Worth to Dallas and she was scouting homes for him. She invited Felicia to come along.
Of the houses she’d taken her too, the fourth house they looked at was the first one that Felicia seemed interested in. They had seen a few over the past couple of days. Denise had figured out clever ways to find out what Felicia liked and didn’t. Perry had bought the house and was having the kitchen remodeled exactly as Felicia wanted it.
Denise pushed thoughts of Felicia and Perry out of her mind as she felt sick to her stomach. Edwin had just told her that he loved her. Was that normal? “I’m sorry that I freaked out, just now. Are you sure?”
“That I love you,” he chuckled?  “Absolutely.”
Denise smiled, “I meant, are you sure that they want to meet me?”
“They told me so. I thought that you could meet them on Tuesday night. Max and Hank want to talk to us all about the contract and what they’ve come up with.”
Tuesday was only a few days away. Denise inhaled deeply, “I guess that’s as good a time as any.”
**
“It looks like Max and Hank are here already,” Edwin said as he pulled up to the house on Tuesday evening.
Denise was nervous as the car stopped behind two very expensive sports cars. She smoothed her hands over her skirt and flipped down the visor to check her make up in the mirror while Edwin came around to open her door. Denise got out and took Edwin’s hand. She would be fine, she told herself. She had met his Grams and Ashley. They liked her. She wanted to make a good impression, and that was a first for her.
They were greeted by an older Hispanic lady, who took their jackets. “Good evening Dr. McAlister.”
“Good evening Mrs. Mendoza. This is my girlfriend, Denise Samuels.”
“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Ms. Samuels,” the woman said as they handed their jackets to her. “Everyone is in the study.”
“Thank you,” Edwin said winking at her. Denise slipped her hand in his again as they walked through the foyer and turned to go down the hall. “It’ll be fine.” Edwin could tell she was nervous. “Just be yourself.”
Denise took a deep breath as they approached the opened French doors where they could hear talking. As they entered the room, Denise noted that Ashley and her grandmother were off to one side talking, Max and the man that Denise had assumed was Hank stood near the large desk looking at some papers and speaking in hushed tones. Denise recognized Edwin’s parents from the party. They were standing near the fireplace.
“Come on and give me a hug,” Grams said crossing the room to them. She hugged Denise then Edwin. His parents turned their attention to Denise.  They all moved towards each other, stopping in the center of the room.
“Mom, Dad, this is Denise.”
Denise wasn’t sure what to expect, but Edwin’s father shook her hand, “I’m Oliver, and this is Meredith.”
“We’re glad to meet you,” Edwin’s mother said with a polite smile.
They didn’t get any further than that. Max and Hank walked over to join them. “Hank, this is Edwin’s girlfriend, Denise.”
Hank smiled at her, shaking her hand. “Good to meet you.” Hank was a handsome man as well. It lent credibility to her theory that all the good-looking white men hung out together except it was obvious that Hank was biracial. His skin tone was just slightly darker than Denise’s.
Everyone took a seat. Max started the conversation. “It’s no doubt that Westlake has you over a barrel, but we may have found a way out of it. Denise was right when she said not to trust your current legal team. It seems that your lead legal counsel used to work for Westlake Inc. many years ago. We had to dig into Westlake’s financial records, and that was not easy to do, but we found recent payments to your lawyer, Robert Crown for large sums of money.” Meredith and Oliver shifted uneasily in their seats.
Hank took it from there. “Short of firing and suing your lawyer, there’s not much you can do about the contract. If you took them to court, in your current state, you’d go bankrupt, and Westlake would still get everything. Knowing contracts as I do, I guessed that Westlake would have inserted a clause to protect himself if for some reason the marriage between Tiffany and Edwin never took place. The clause states that if there is no marriage, McAlister Labs could buy themselves out of the contract at an excessive amount. Meaning that you would be buying back your controlling shares in your own company.” There was another uneasy shift and deep breathing among the group.
“Of course, this wouldn’t happen because you don’t have the cash to do so, not even if you sold off assets. The only way out of the contract is for Edwin to marry Tiffany.”
Max spoke again, “Hank and I thought that we might have found a workaround by having you sell your shares to someone else before the execution of this contract, but we found an additional clause tied to that one. It states that you can’t sell off your shares to anyone for less than the ridiculous amount quoted in the first clause. You can’t even give them as a gift to anyone unless you give them to Bradley Westlake or one of his offspring.”
The sound of defeat echoed through the room. “So, there is no way out of this. That’s what you’re saying? Unless we give the shares to Bradley or Tiffany?” Oliver stood going to the bar and pouring a drink.
Max looked at Hank. They smiled at each other. Hank said, “There still may be a way out.”
“You just said,” Edwin started to speak.
“Hear us out,” Max said holding up his hands. “Our investigator found some interesting information about Bradley Westlake. He has a history of cheating on his wife.”
“How does that help us,” Meredith asked?
“Hank and I wondered, of the many times that Bradley had fooled around, how many could have resulted in unwanted children. Children that may have a reason to want to help you. We had our guy dig deeper, and we found an interesting bit of information. In nineteen eighty-nine Westlake Inc. made a large payment to a woman who worked for him. She stopped working for him after that payment was issued, but the company continued to send her regular monthly payments for about ten years and then the payments just stopped.”
Hank took over from there, “We wondered why Westlake would pay someone large sums of money for ten years, someone who no longer worked for him. It was hush money. Money paid to keep this woman quiet about something. We hoped that it would be because she’d had a child that Westlake had fathered. We figured we could find this woman and you could make a deal with her kid, give the stocks to her child for a limited time to nullify the contract and then you could repurchase them at a preset price of a dollar.”
“Would that work, would it be legal?” Lily asked.
“Yes,” Hank said pulling a newspaper clipping from the file he’d laid on the coffee table. He passed the paper to Oliver, who looked at the image and read the information while Hank continued, “The woman in that picture died. That’s why the payments stopped. Her child can help you save your company.” Oliver handed the image to Edwin who then passed it to Denise, who froze as she looked at her mother standing in the background of an image captioned “Bradley Westlake opens new office in downtown Atlanta.”
“This can’t be right,” Denise said shaking her head and looking at Max and Hank. “This guy can’t be my father.”
“The woman that received those payments was Mary Williams. She worked for him for a little less than a year. About the time that she stopped working there, she received a large amount of money from the company. A few months later she gave birth to a daughter that she named Denise.”
Denise dropped the paper as she jumped to her feet, moving around the back of the sofa, screaming. “This son of a bitch raped my mother and then paid her off!”  Denise couldn’t breathe, she felt dizzy. Everyone got up from their seats, watching her, not sure what to make of this information.
Edwin rounded the couch just as he saw Denise’s eyes roll back in her head and she started to fall. He caught her before she hit the floor. He scooped her up into his arms.
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Denise came to as Edwin dabbed a cool cloth across her forehead. “What happened?”
“You fainted. I think you just hyperventilated,” Edwin said softly.
Denise looked past him to the concerned faces of the others who were all standing over her. She squeezed her eyes closed. Then opened them sitting up with Edwin’s help. She looked at Max and Hank. “Do you really think that I’m his child?”
They looked at each other and then to her. “Yes, but there is only one way to prove it.”
“DNA,” Denise said grimly. “He’s not just gonna give us a sample to compare it.”
“No. he won’t.” Max agreed.
“Then how can we prove it. We can’t just play a high stakes game of poker and bluff,” Oliver said.
“Getting a sample of his DNA would be difficult, but there are ways we can do that without him knowing what we’re up to. All we need is some saliva, sweat, blood or hair with the follicle intact.”
“Yeah, that sounds like an easy enough task,” Denise said sarcastically.
“Can a DNA test determine if someone is a sibling to someone else?” Ashley asked as an idea came to mind.
“Yes, it can,” Max said, remembering the recent issue he’d had to clear up regarding his ex-girlfriend Teegan and the child she claimed was his. It had turned out to be his brother and not his son.
“I know a way we can get a sample of Tiffany’s hair. If you are his daughter, you and Tiffany will share his DNA.”
Denise hadn’t even thought about the fact that if Bradley Westlake was her father, then Tiffany was her half-sister. She groaned and lay back down on the sofa.
“Tell us what you have in mind,” Hank said.
Ashley smiled, “We have the same hairstylist, and Gio can’t stand Tiffany. I’m sure he’d be willing to snatch a few hairs from her head to help us.”
“This contract goes into effect soon. Will we have enough time to get the hair and have the DNA test run?” Oliver asked anxiously looking from Max to Hank.
“The DNA test will only take a day or two. The problem is going to be if we can get the hair follicles in time.”
“You can get the DNA test in a day or two? I thought it took longer than that,” Meredith said.
“In most cases, it would. It will be a faster process for us because I own a large portion of stock in a particular testing facility,” Max said with a wink.
“Let me handle getting Tiffany’s sample.” Ashley whipped out her phone and dialed Gio’s number.
By the time Denise and Edwin left his family’s house, they had a plan in place. Gio had said the Tiffany wasn’t due to come in for another week, but he volunteered to call her and change the appointment to get her to come in in the next few days. Max would arrange for Denise to provide her sample. Hank would handle the legal side of everything for them. If Denise was his child, they would call a meeting with Westlake and give him the news when the results came in.
**
Over the next few days, Denise was a wreck. She felt nauseous and light-headed, and she was a bit grumpy. The stress of waiting to find out if this plan was going to work was driving her insane. Edwin seemed sure that it would. She’d given her sample of DNA on Friday and had gone home afterward instead of returning to work.
She was napping on the sofa when Edwin came home. She woke up as he closed the door when he arrived. “Hey.”
Edwin walked to her, leaning down for a welcome home kiss. “Mmm, you taste sweet,” Denise said as he pulled away.
“I was eating gummi bears in the car.”
“You don’t eat sugary sweet candy,” Denise said as he sat beside her.
“I know, I just had a taste for something sweet. I hope you don’t have any plans for the rest of the weekend,” Edwin said putting Denise’s feet in his lap and massaging them.
“Not really, why?”
“Perry called and said that we need to be in Vegas for his wedding.”
“Oh my God! He and Felicia got back together.”
“Not exactly,” Edwin said with a slow smile.
“What does that mean?”
“Felicia doesn’t know yet. They flew out for Renee and Lance’s wedding, and things went well on the plane so he’s confident that it’ll be a double wedding and he wants us there. So, if you should talk to her, you can’t tell Felicia what his plan is.”
“I wouldn’t do that. I guess we need to see about reserving a flight out, huh?”
“Nope. It’s all been taken care of. Perry went to school with Beth, Max’s sister, so we’re using their private jet. The whole family is going to meet us there, and we’ll stay until Sunday afternoon.”
“Don’t tell me Max owns a hotel in Vegas too.”
“No, but he has a house there.”  Denise shook her head, smiling.
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Denise couldn’t wait to see Felicia’s face when she opened the door. Denise, Perry’s sister Caroline and Renee’s friends, Celia and Rhonda stood in the hallway outside the room where Renee and Felicia waited for the ceremony to begin.  Denise knocked on the door and waited.
Felicia cracked the door open, peeping out. “What the hell?” Felicia opened the door wider. As they passed her to enter the room, Felicia asked, “What are you guys doing here?”
Denise hung her garment bag on a hook across the room. “We’re here for your wedding. Your man arranged this. You wanted to get married with your family and friends at your wedding. So, here we are.”
Felicia crossed the room to where Renee stood. “You knew about this?”
Renee smiled. There was another knock on the door. Denise let the chapel wedding planner carrying a long garment bag. She passed the group of ladies and carefully took the dress out of the bag. “I knew about this for a bit longer than they did,” Renee said as Felicia looked at the dress being displayed for her. “After Perry told me what he wanted to do, I went back to the bridal boutique and had the two dresses that you liked combined into one.”
Felicia touched the dress. They had taken the top of the dress with the lace overlay, with the deep v that fit her perfectly and paired it with the billowy silk skirt of the other one she had liked.  “It’s beautiful,” Felicia could barely see through the tears forming in her eyes.
“I took care of finding the shoes,” Denise said grabbing a tissue and handing it to Felicia. She pulled the shoes out of the box she’d carried in, placing them on the floor by the dress. They were incredible with layered lace at the toe and heel, on top of a mesh pump. They would look lovely with the dress.
Rhonda, Renee’s friend, smiled brightly and clapped her hands together, “Okay we need to get ready. You two have a room full of people out there waiting for you.”
“Who are you?” Felicia asked.
Renee laughed, “My bad, Felicia these are my friends. Celia and Rhonda.”
They exchanged pleasantries and dressed at the same time. Denise and Caroline helped Felicia into her dress and shoes before dressing themselves, then Denise eased away from the others to the lady’s room. She needed a moment alone. She was feeling sick again like she might vomit at any moment.
It took her a moment to get it together, but by the time she returned to the room everyone was ready. The wedding planner lined them up in the hall. The music began to play, and at the planner’s indication, Renee’s bridesmaids made their way down the aisle. Then Renee, escorted by her brother followed as the wedding march was played.
Once Renee was standing with Lance at the end of the aisle, it was their turn. Caroline walked ahead of her. Denise looked at Edwin, whose smile made her heart beat faster as she got closer to him. Denise realized that she wanted to do this, get married. She wanted to walk down the aisle and have Edwin standing there to make her his.
The ceremony was beautiful, but Denise couldn’t tell you what the couples said to each other in their vows. Her mind was on Edwin and how the sneaky bastard had made her fall in love with him. She needed to tell him how much he meant to her.
**
As the single women lined up to catch the bouquet, Edwin noticed that Denise hadn’t moved to join them. “You don’t want to try to catch the bouquet?”
Denise shook her head. “Nope.”
Edwin looked at her seriously, “Don’t tell me you don’t want to get married someday.”
“I’m content just being in love, but maybe someday we could get married.”
Edwin wasn’t sure he heard her correctly. He stepped in front of her, looking into her eyes. “Did you just admit that you love me?”
“I know I’ve never said it before, but I must have done it wrong.  Dr. Sexy, I love you.”
The smiled that Edwin gave her warmed her from head to toe. “Ms. Lewd, you don’t know how happy I am to hear that.” He leaned down touching his lips to hers. Denise wrapped her arms around his neck as his snaked around her waist. He lifted her off the ground as passion overtook them.
Edwin pulled his lips from her, setting her back on the ground, “What would you say if I said that someday could be today.”
“I’d say that you’re crazy.”
“I’m serious. You make me happy, and you frustrate me at times, but I don’t want to live life without you in it. We are in Vegas the marriage capital of the world.”
“We’ve only known each other like a month and a half. Are you crazy,” Denise said grinning?”
“I am crazy, crazy about you. What does it matter that we haven’t known each other for a long time? I know enough to know that I’ll never find anyone that I want more than I want you. Marry me, right here in Vegas.”
She had broken every rule in her book for Edwin. She didn’t have a rule about getting married because she never thought she would want to. Denise shook her head, “This is nuts.”
“Is that a yes?”
Denise bit her lip and whispered, “Yes, but I don’t want to steal their thunder. Today is about them.” Edwin kissed her again. He could handle that. The two of them partied and celebrated with their friends for a while. When the couples disappeared to be alone, the others broke off to do their own things. Some went to gamble, some tried to catch a show, but Edwin and Denise found a small chapel and had a simple wedding ceremony.
Denise was still wearing her bridesmaid gown, and Edwin was still in his best man tuxedo. They stood before the smiling older man who served as their minister while his wife played the organ and the next couple in line acted as their witnesses.
“Do you Edwin McAlister take this woman to be your lawful wedded wife for richer or poorer, in sickness and in health, for better or for worse, forsaking all others until death do you part?”
Edwin grinned at Denise, “I do.”
“Do you Denise Samuels take this man to be your lawful wedded husband for richer or poorer, in sickness and in health, for better or for worse, forsaking all others until death do you part?”
Denise giggled. She couldn’t believe she was getting married and to Edwin. “I do.”
“By the power vested in me by the state of Nevada, I pronounce you husband and wife. You may kiss your bride.”
Denise giggled through the kiss until that moment when it was no longer funny, and all she could think about was getting Edwin out of his clothes.
**
Edwin opened his eyes remembering where he was. He was in Vegas, and he was married to Denise. Edwin sat up, the space beside him was empty. He glanced down at his left hand. Yup the band was still there. The toilet flushed in the bathroom. He got out of bed, crossing the room knocking lightly on the door before opening it. Denise sat on the side of the bathtub, looking pale. She had been holding her hair away from her face. “Are you feeling okay,” he asked, wetting a cloth and pressing it to her head.
She glanced at him pushing his hand away. She stood and went to the sink. She turned on the water, rinsing her mouth out. Edwin had moved to stand behind her. “I’m feeling a little stupid. I think I’m pregnant. I’ve always been diligent about birth control, but with you, I…” She let her words trail off as she looked at him in the mirror.
Edwin didn’t like the look on her face as she pushed past him. She looked as if she didn’t see this as good news. He followed her out of the bathroom. “You don’t want kids?”
Denise picked up his shirt from the floor and put it on, buttoning the top two buttons. She sat on the foot of the bed, “No.” After what she’d been through, she hadn’t ever planned to have kids. She looked at the disappointment on his face. “See that’s why we shouldn’t have gotten married. We don’t know each other.
Edwin crossed the room kneeling in front of her, “I disagree. We belong together and this baby,” he said putting his hand on her abdomen, “proves that. It’s a living manifestation of my feelings for you. I get that you have been through some awful bullshit, but let’s not let that affect what we have and what we are to each other. I love you, and I love this little nugget that is growing inside of you and I always will.” Edwin wrapped his arms around her.
Denise took a steadying breath, she put her hands on the sides of his face, looking into his sweet brown eyes. “I’m sorry. I love you. I guess I’m just scared.”
“I’m not scared of anything as long as I have you. When we get home, we’ll go to the hospital, and I’ll have them run a pregnancy test, and then we’ll know for sure, and we’ll take it from there. Okay?”
“Okay.”
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Denise sat looking out of the window of the aircraft as the rest of the group chatted and talked about the fun they’d had in Vegas. Edwin had been sitting beside her until a few moments ago. Lance and Perry had engaged him in a debate about sports, and he’d moved closer to them.
Denise was still thinking about the very likely possibility that she was carrying Edwin’s child and that she’d gotten married. “Hey. What’s going on with you? You’re sitting over here all by your lonesome staring at clouds.” Denise hadn’t even noticed that Felicia had sat down.
“Nothing, I’m just thinking,” Denise said as she turned to her friend.
“Things look like they’re going well with Edwin.” Denise snorted. Her friend had no idea how well things had gone. “What,” Felicia questioned Denise.
“I know we haven’t had the time to talk much lately, but a lot has happened in the last few weeks, and we’ll catch up when you have time. I’m delighted that you and Perry worked things out.”
Felicia smiled, “I am too, but I don’t like this,” she pointed to Denise’s face. “You are always the one to keep me laughing. What’s going on?”
Denise knew that Felicia wouldn’t give up. “I found out who my biological father is. Well, I’ll know for sure in a couple of days when the DNA test comes back.” That should hold her for a while. Denise wasn’t ready to talk about her own nuptials and possible pregnancy.
“Who is he? How did you find him?”
“It’s a long story, and I think that I should wait until the test comes back. I promise I’ll give you all the details when I know everything. I’m sorry if my gloominess is affecting you.”
“You don’t have to apologize to me. I was just worried. You seem like you’re a million miles away, that’s all.”
“What are you two whispering about over here,” Renee said standing above them.
Denise deflected all attention from her gloominess by engaging Renee in talk about what was next for her. She had married the man she loved, had a beautiful baby boy and was pregnant, not to mention that she had a best-selling book.  Before long, Denise had pushed her concerns and fears to the back of her mind.
**
Denise convinced Edwin to stop at Walgreens to get an over the counter pregnancy test instead of going to the hospital. Denise figured if the home test proved to be positive, she’d verify it with her doctor. Denise paced the floor in the living room. Edwin sat watching her. “You’re going to make a hole in the floor. Come sit down.”
The egg timer sounded, and she walked over to the counter where the test strip sat on a napkin. “It’s positive,” She said holding it up. “Maybe I should take another one, just to be sure.”
Edwin came up behind her wrapping his arms around her, kissing her neck. “This is the third one. I don’t think that the outcome is going to change.”
“We’re having a baby.” She turned kissing him. “I don’t know anything about babies.”
Edwin laughed, “Well lucky for you, I’m a doctor, and I know a little. We have friends with babies, and they’ll teach us the rest.”
“What if I screw this up? I’m not perfect. I don’t want this kid ever to feel the way I’ve felt.”
“Hey, I’m not perfect either. We’re going to do this together. So, if our kid is screwed up, it’ll be both our faults. Now, why don’t you tell me about your fears? That way I’ll know them too.”
Denise believed him when he said that they would do it together. Edwin led her back to the couch, where they sat close together. “Mostly,” she started, “I felt like I never really belonged anywhere after my mother died. Don’t get me wrong, Clarence and Wanda, even Beverly were good to me, but I wasn’t theirs, not really.  I don’t want this baby to ever feel like that, like they don’t fit in.
Then there’s this whole color thing. I’ve had problems with people my entire life. Some people didn’t like me because I was too light or too dark, my hair wasn’t kinky enough or straight enough. Sometimes I felt more persecuted by black people than anyone else. In school girls hated me because, according to them I thought I was better than they were based on my appearance.
I don’t understand it. Its two thousand nineteen and people still haven’t gotten over our prejudices because someone looks different. You would think that in this day and age, we would be judging people based on the content of their character and not the color of their skin. I don’t want my child to feel like they have to be, or look a certain way to prove their blackness, or to feel bad because they’re not white enough. This may not make any sense to you,” Denise said looking at Edwin.
“I’m sorry that people have made you feel bad about who you are, but I love you just like this, and I promise that we will be better than the people who have caused you any pain or made you feel anything other than awesome. You belong with me now, you and this new life we made.” Edwin may not have experienced the type of prejudices that Denise had, but he didn’t want his child to experience those things and feelings either.
**
The next few days were better for Denise, except for the morning sickness. She and Edwin had decided not to tell anyone of their marriage and about the baby until Denise had seen her doctor. In the meantime, they waited to hear from Max and Hank about the DNA test results.
They had started discussing moving to a bigger place, and Edwin had asked Denise to reconsider her job as a bounty hunter. Denise hadn’t been out on any more hunts, but Edwin wanted to make sure that she didn’t end up on anymore, now that she was carrying his child. Denise told him that she would consider it.
As she sat at her desk gathering information about the next jumper the team would be going after, her phone vibrated in her pocket. She had a new text message. She opened her message app and read the text.
Mrs. Heart Stealer,
Max and Hank have the results of the DNA test and want us to come by Max’s place after work. Meet me at home, and we’ll ride over there together.
Dr. Sexy.
Denise was ready to know the truth. If this worked out, she’d save her new family’s business and give a virtual finger to her biological father at the same time. She typed a message sending it to Edwin with a smile. All the problems of her past had kept her trying to protect her heart from any more heartache, but Edwin had breached her defenses and made her break all her rules. He had healed her heart. If she was able to help him or his family she most certainly would.
Dr. Heart Healer,
Can’t wait to see you at home tonight.
Mrs. Dr. Sexy
Alec entered the office and stopped at her desk. “Sweet cheeks, what has you smiling so big?”
“None of your business, nosey.”
Alec sat on the corner of her desk, “Are we ever gonna talk about your new piece?”
“What are you talking about,” Denise asked leaning back in the chair. She never carried a gun in the office. It was locked up like everyone else’s.
Alec eyeballed her left hand. “The ring, sweet cheeks.”
Denise held out her hand, looking at the simple silver band on her finger. Edwin wanted to get her a diamond wedding set, but Denise refused. She was happy with her simple band. “I’ll tell you about the ring when you stop calling me sweet cheeks and start using my name.”
Alec made a face and got off her desk. “I like calling you sweet cheeks.”
Denise grinned at him. “I like keeping my business personal.”
Alec laughed and left the room, going to his office in the back. Denise had told Jacob about the baby and her marriage because she felt he needed to know so that he wouldn’t have her in the field on any dangerous assignments. He promised that he’d keep it to himself until she was ready to tell everyone.
Even though Alec flirted with her, Denise knew that he didn’t mean it. Nana D. had let it slip on a recent visit, that Alec like white women. Her exact words had been that he listens to punk rock music and the kind of white women who are into that thing. Denise pictured him with someone like her sister-in-law, Ash. Maybe she’d arrange a meeting for them.
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Victoria greeted Denise and Edwin as they got off the elevator. She stood with the large doors open. “It’s so good to see you again,” Victoria said hugging Denise, and then Edwin. Max and Hank greeted them as well. They sat at the long kitchen counter. Hank sat beside Denise while Max stood on the other side. Victoria was busy cooking. “I thought you might like to stay for dinner.”
“That would be nice,” Denise said nodding.
Hank placed a large white envelope in front of Denise. Denise touched the envelope, looking from Hank to Max. “Have you looked at it yet?”
“No. We thought you should be the first.” Max said leaning his palms on the countertop.
“Okay,” Denise glanced at Edwin as she opened the envelope sliding the two-page document out. She set it on the table. The first page simply stated that Denise had ordered the test. It also listed both her name and Tiffany’s along with their dates of birth. It then explained the method of the analysis. The second page contained a table with a column labeled DNA System, and the other two columns held Denise and Tiffany’s names.
Hank pointed to the information in the columns, explaining what the information was. “There are two numbers in each column. The first number is a value assigned by the X chromosome and the other the Y chromosome. As you can see you and Tiffany have some matching numbers. In the section at the bottom, the tester had rendered his conclusion.”
Denise and Edwin read it together, but Denise read it out loud. “Based on our analysis, it is practically proven that Ms. Denise Samuels and Ms. Tiffany Westlake have a common parent.” Edwin rubbed Denise’s back. “So, this means that Oliver can give me the shares in his company and the contract will be fulfilled, and he is out of the deal. His company won’t belong to Bradley Westlake?”
“Exactly. We need to have you sign some paperwork. I’ve got the documents with me,” Hank said opening a folder in front of him. “Oliver will sign his part tomorrow.”
Denise signed the papers where Hank told her to. “What happens now?”
“I’m going to use Max’s phone to make some phone calls to set up an emergency meeting regarding the contract. Then we’ll let Westlake know that he’s out,” Hank said gathering all of the documents.
“It would be great if you could be there too,” Max said to Denise. “But I understand if you do not wish to.”
Denise tucked her hair behind her ear, thinking. “I want to.” She’d have to make sure that she left her gun at home. She didn’t want to ruin everything by shooting the bastard who had violated her mother and then having to spend the rest of her life behind bars.
**
Hank had been able to arrange the meeting for the next afternoon at three. Jacob was kind enough to give Denise the afternoon off to handle her business as he put it. She and Edwin were waiting in his father’s office down the hall from the conference room where Bradley Westlake and his team of lawyers waited.
Hank knocked and opened the door, “We’re ready, are you?”
Denise had chosen to wear her black Anne Klein pantsuit with her Louboutin miragirl pumps, with the black silk wrap that she had tied into a big bow at the back of her ankle.  She kept the button on her jacket done since she was only wearing a beautiful black lace bra under it. Denise looked fantastic, and she knew it. Denise had left her hair curly, but she’d styled it so that it fell over one shoulder and was held back on the opposite side with a beautiful black comb. “Yes.”
Oliver and Edwin entered the conference room followed by Hank and then Denise. Bradley, Tiffany and his team of lawyers sat on one side of the table, staring at Hank and Denise. Denise was sure that Bradley and Tiffany knew who Hank was. Tiffany may have seen Denise at the McAlister anniversary party, but her father had no idea who she was. Denise gave them both a wicked smile before turning her attention to Oliver. Tiffany glared at her.
The lawyers that worked for Oliver sat on the other side. Oliver walked to the head of the table. “Robert, Scott, Jason, you are all fired. Security is waiting in the hall to escort you out of my building.” The men looked around. “This is not a joke. Get out now!” The men rose from their seats.
The older one looked Oliver in the eye, “Do you know what you’re doing?”
Oliver returned his stare, “Robert, I know exactly what I’m doing, but don’t you worry. I’m sure that there will be a job for you somewhere, maybe with Westlake Inc. Now if you would please leave. I have a meeting to conduct.”
As Robert snatched his belongings off the table and exited the room, Oliver held out his hand to indicate that Edwin, Hank, and Denise should sit in the vacated seats.” Hank sat between Edwin and Denise, with Edwin beside his father.
“What’s going on here, Oliver?” Denise maintained eye contact with Tiffany who was shooting daggers at her.
“What’s going on here, is that my new attorney found the clause that you included in the contract. The clause that Robert, under your direction, kept from me. This clause would have cost me my company because my son doesn’t want to marry your daughter as part of the merger.”
“You can’t possibly blame me for the incompetence of your legal staff. You do understand that if you do not satisfy the terms of the deal, you still lose your company.” Westlake’s attorneys nodded in agreement but said nothing.
“That’s where you’re wrong. Your own out clause states that the only way out of the contract and deal is for me to give my shares in this company to you or one of your offspring.”
“You’re correct and if you do that you lose,” Bradley’s lead attorney said smugly. Tiffany smiled as if she and her father held all the cards.
Hank spoke as he opened the file in front of him. Do you remember an employee named Mary Williams?” Hank slid a copy of her photo across the table. “I’ll take the look of shock on your face as a yes. You had a child with her. We located your other daughter, and per your terms, Oliver has given her the shares, and this nullifies your deal.”
Bradley’s face was flushed. He stood banging his hand on the desk, “Horseshit!”
“I assure you it is not. Bradley Westlake, may I introduce you to Denise Samuels. Mary Williams’ daughter,” Denise leaned over and whispered into Hank's ear. Hank straightened up and smiled. “Denise Samuels-McAlister. She and Edwin were married a few days ago.” Tiffany’s stoic face faltered. She looked from Denise to Edwin with disdain.
For a second it looked as if Bradley Westlake would keel over from a heart attack. Then he pulled himself together, “You have no proof that this…person,” he said pointing in Denise’s direction, “… is my child.”
Denise smiled as Hank laid a copy of the report on the table between them. “Oh, but we do. Gio, Tiffany’s hairdresser, provided us with a DNA sample, and as you can see from the report, Tiffany and Denise share a common parent.” Tiffany read the document, then raised her eyes seething with hatred, to Denise’s.
Bradley snatched the paper from Tiffany’s hand. He crumpled it up and tossed it at Hank. “This could be a fake. I’ll see you in court!” He rushed from the room with his lawyers scrambling to follow him. Tiffany stood looking at Denise with a hatred, Denise had never known. She moved around the conference table to leave.
Tiffany stopped near the door, looking at Edwin, “Would you really rather be with that nigger, than to be with me?”
Denise didn’t even realize that she’d moved until she felt Hank grab her around her waist, holding her back. “Catch me outside! Bitch! Denise yelled as she struggled against Hanks hold.
“I’d choose her over you every time,” Edwin said standing between the two women. Tiffany glared at them all before walking out the door. Hank released Denise. Edwin captured her face in his hands. He smiled at her, “Ms. Bad Ass, I know you wanted to beat the snot out of her, but you can’t go getting into brawls. At least not until our baby is born.”
Denise had calmed down as she looked into Edwin’s eyes. “Okay,” Denise said with a pout. Edwin placed a quick kiss on her lips. “I love you.”
Edwin kissed her again, “I love you too.”
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Turn the page to see Denise’s full list of dating rules.




Denise’s Dating Rules
 
	Never initiate flirting with a guy unless you can control the outcome.





 
	Never send a text to a hot guy after your third glass of wine.





 
	Never agree to go on a date- outings and hookups are okay.





 
	Never fantasize about a man you haven’t slept with.





 
	Never attend an event with a guy that requires your impress him or others with your appearance.





 
	Never admit that you want anything other than sex.





 
	Never let a man in your personal space. Have sex at his place.





 
	Never fall asleep after sex or stay the night.





 
	Never meet his friends or family.





 
	Never respond to emotional messages or expressions of feelings especially those related to love.





 
	Never leave contraception to the man.





 
	Never, ever say I love you, not even during sex.
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