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Chapter One
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Twenty-eight-year-old Aaron “Ace” Jamieson wasn’t married and never had been married. In fact, he wasn’t planning to pick out a tuxedo and meet a woman at the altar any time soon. To maintain that resolve, Ace displayed the highest level of professionalism when it came to playing the dating game. Early on, his buddies taught him that it’s around the three-month mark when a woman begins to fantasize about permanent residency. Therefore, he set a personal benchmark for seventy-two days or less. To maintain his integrity while enjoying the ride, Ace was always upfront with the ladies. He was careful to let them know that he wasn’t looking for anything serious.

Standing in the mirror, he snickered while shaving, as he recalled some of the tactics women used to trap him into marriage: lavish gifts, on-demand intimacy, or claiming to carry his love child.

He shook his head in disgust, rinsed off his razor, and methodically massaged aftershave on his face and throat. Women’s bluffs didn’t make him blink. He would not be lured into any baby mama drama.

But something had happened to his determination several months ago. Lois, a friend of his cousin Cameron, introduced him to the one and only, alluring, Ms. Talise Rogers. She swept him off his feet on the first date. Immediately, Ace was fascinated by her independence and self-confidence. He was mesmerized by her exotic dark features, which were gently caressed by her flawless brown-sugar skin.

“Humph!” Ace let out an affirming expression. If that were not enough, he had to admit their connection was far more than the usual explosive physical attraction. If there was ever a soul mate, Talise was it.

To Ace, she’s his Tay. He was convinced she had an invisible grip on him that was about to bring him down—and he wasn’t complaining. It took some back-and-forth battling between his mind and his heart, but Ace thought Talise just might be the one he couldn’t let get away.

Genuine, honest, and gorgeous is how he would describe her. When she surpassed the one-hundred-day mark, Ace stopped counting. “I’m actually losing my mind over this woman,” he mumbled to himself and continued dressing. It was Friday and he was about to pick her up for a night out on the town.

Bobbing his head, Ace slipped his feet into his shoes. Yep, he thought. A man would be a fool to let her go. He grinned when he thought about their intimacy. It was so full of fire, Ace couldn’t even comment about it.

As a matter of fact, before the night ended, he was going to have an out-of-body experience and do something he had never before contemplated: profess that his feelings for her were beyond a mere physical appeal.

Talise was the sole reason why Ace had repeatedly turned down his brother’s offer to relocate to St. Louis. Of course, he couldn’t tell Kevin, or Kidd, as he was called, that his decision was based on a woman. Despite Kidd’s company having two openings in the local area, if his big brother had seen Talise, he would understand Ace’s reluctance to be uprooted.

Ace swiped his car keys off the nightstand and jogged down the stairs to the first floor of the condo he shared with his mother in the Hyde Parke neighborhood of Boston.

Sandra Nicholson paused from watching her favorite television show. She glanced over her shoulder and lifted a brow. As youthful and attractive as she was, in Ace’s eyes, his mother might as well be eighty years old. All she ever did was go to work, go to church, and return home from either destination.

“Hmm. You look exceptionally handsome tonight. Are you still going out with that Tanya, Tia, Tor—young lady?”

“Ma, just call her Tay.”

“I knew it began with a ‘T.’” Pointing the remote at the flat screen TV, Sandra muted the sound. She smiled, showing off the same left cheek dimple that Ace inherited.

“Five months with the same woman. When am I going to meet her?” His mother’s eyes danced with mischief. “All I can get out of you is her name.”

“Which you can’t remember. I guess that’s why they sent you an AARP card,” he teased. Her playful eyes squinted to instill fear. It didn’t work. “And it’s been four months,” he corrected.

“I would like to meet Tay.”

That’s not happening any time soon. I need to figure out how to define our relationship first. He chuckled. “Good night, Momma Nosy.”

Stepping to the sofa, he leaned over and brushed a kiss against her cheek, then sauntered out the door. That was another first with Ace; he never divulged the names of his conquests. It would mean there was some form of emotional attachment.

Getting behind the wheel of his Dodge Charger, Ace grinned in anticipation of what Talise had up her sleeve for the evening. Each week, they took turns planning their Friday night activities. He was sure he would be pleasantly surprised.

A half an hour later, he parked in front of her brownstone. Ace checked his reflection in the rearview mirror. His mustache was perfectly trimmed and his jaws were baby bottom soft after his shave. His skin would have been totally unblemished if it wasn’t for the mark on his nose. It was a reminder of the first and last fight he lost. His brother made sure of that.

Next, he rubbed the tamed waves in his hair. Ace still missed his long, thick ponytail that he relinquished when he accepted the job at Healthcare Concepts two years earlier. He had no choice.

Long ago, his mother told him and his brother something Ace always remembered. She said, once they were legally old enough to get a job, if a man didn’t work, he wouldn’t eat at her house. He and Kidd never wanted to test her on that rule.

Getting out of the car, he glanced up at the third-floor bay window. There she was, watching him. Talise waved then disappeared to come downstairs and let him inside the building. Ace swaggered from the sidewalk to the entrance.

In record time, Talise opened the massive, tall wooden door. Ace’s heart crashed against his chest at her glamour. He had dated many women with model looks and figures, but Talise would reign as the top model for years to come.

She had long legs that could stop traffic. A silver dress gracefully hugged her curves. Beaded straps started at her polished toes and continued to wrap upward, stopping at her ankles. Despite her five-eight height, she confidently commanded her stilettos.

Ace whistled. Then his nostrils flared, as he gasped for more oxygen. But that didn’t stop his assessment. Talise’s hair was naturally long—inches past her shoulders—and it was always glossy, whether hanging straight or in curls. The best thing about it—it was all her hair. She was born with it. He had nothing against hair extensions, except when they looked like hair extensions.

She was a portrait of loveliness with her dark lashes, silky brows, and big, brown doe-shaped eyes. These were just some of her points of overall perfection and his general state of weakness. Yeah, he liked how all of her features—from head to toe—accented her fine, brown frame.

“Hey, baby,” Ace cooed, as he stepped closer to her.

Talise’s response was to leap into his arms with the force of a hurricane. Her strength would have rocked a man who was unsteady on his feet. But not Ace, he stood at six-three and tipped the scales at 220 pounds.

His buffed body was able to absorb the impact while their embrace lingered, and then she weakened him with her kisses. Ace didn’t know who started the seduction, but he wasn’t pleased when she regained composure and left him begging for more. He stared at his woman through hooded lashes and watched the longing flash across her face. To his chagrin, a smile chased the passionate moment away.

“Keep that up, woman, and we may not hit the streets and go dancing, or whatever you have planned for tonight.”

“What I planned, or hoped, was that we could relax here. Lois and some friends are heading to New York for the weekend. I’ve prepared a candlelight dinner …”

“Then what are we waiting for?” With naughty scenarios running through his mind, Ace scooped her up in his arms and climbed the stairs two at a time. When they made it to the third floor landing, he slowly released her. Jokingly, Ace exaggerated his breathing, as if he was gasping for air.

She laughed. “And what was your hurry, Mr. Jamieson?”

“Let’s just say I’m famished.” He patted his six-pack. Reaching for his hand, Talise led him into the apartment she shared with his cousin’s friend Lois—the one who set them up on a blind date.

The aromas wafting through the apartment teased Ace. Glancing around, he snickered at the dimmed lighting and burning incense. His eyes then settled on the kitchen counter, which served as a table. It was set for two with crystal goblets and china place settings.

Absentmindedly, Ace kicked the door closed. As though in a trance, he followed Talise into the kitchen. Grabbing a serving dish, she turned around and practically bumped into him.

“Here, put that on the table, Ace.”

“I’d rather nibble on you.” He encircled his arms around her and began to make good on his statement.

Usually, Talise had a witty comeback but didn’t take his bait this time. Instead, she busied herself by placing more serving pans on the table. When she seemed pleased with her handiwork, she lit the two candles between their plates.

At the kitchen sink, they played in the water as they washed their hands together. Finished with the task, Ace escorted her to the other side of the open kitchen. He pulled out Talise’s stool and took the seat next to her.

Ace had a hard time taking his eyes off her until she insisted. Then they held hands, bowed their heads, and Talise began to say grace.

“Jesus,” she said with a pause, as if she was gathering her thoughts.

Opening one eye, Ace squinted. This was not the time for a moment of reflection. Just pray, so we can eat. “Baby?” he said softly, studying Talise’s troubled face.

She cleared her throat, but never opened her eyes. “Jesus, please bless this meal.” Pausing again before mumbling a few more words, Talise finished with, “… In Jesus’ Name. Amen.”

“I’m glad we got through that before our food turned cold,” he joked. Lifting his glass, he sipped some water. When she didn’t laugh, he proceeded to devour his steak and sautéed vegetables. Then Ace shoved a big helping of twice-baked potatoes, lathered with sour cream, in his mouth and swallowed.

“Baby, this is good.” He winked. “And just think, I’ll have you all to myself tonight to show you my appreciation.”

Talise mustered a faint smile and picked at her food. Usually, they exchanged seductive glances, naughty words, and sassy flirts over a meal. But not tonight. Maybe Ace was reading too much into it because he was about to lay his heart on the table, or maybe she was going through her monthly hormonal thing. He hoped not.

After digesting a second helping of potatoes, he dabbed at his mouth with a napkin. “Tay, I want to talk to you—”

“I have something to say to you also,” she interrupted.

Ace snickered and then folded his arms. “Go ahead. What’s in that beautiful head of yours?”

Resting her fork on her placemat, Talise pinched at the fabric a few times but wouldn’t look at him.

What’s going on? he wondered. His lady was usually confident and talkative, not sober as her expression indicated. Once he professed his growing feelings, he knew that would put a smile on her face.

“Tay?”

She bowed her head, as though she was ashamed of something. “I may be pregnant.”

His eyes widened when her rushed words finally registered. “What?” he asked to test his hearing.

Lifting her head, she stared into his eyes. “Ace, I may be pregnant.”

Nooooooooo. Not his Tay. She wouldn’t do this to me, would she?

Ace was a gambler. He could count on one hand the number of times he lost. He would never have bet that Talise would set him up like this. But she didn’t blink, while she waited for him to say something.

Act normal, be professional and tactful. You aren’t going down like this, man, he coaxed himself.

“How?” Ace shook his head. He knew how. Remain calm. “I mean, you said you think,” Ace struggled for words. “When will you know for sure?”

“I have a doctor’s appointment next Thursday,” she said above a whisper. Her self-assurance seemed nonexistent. Was it possible that she had aged through dinner?

Nodding, Ace reached for his water. Suddenly, he’d broken out in a cold sweat. Thursday was six days away. He would be packed and out of the state of Massachusetts by Tuesday, if not sooner. Tonight, if he could arrange it.

“Ace?”

“Hmm?” He blinked, as she pulled him out of his trance and back into the nightmare.

“How do you feel about that? I mean, I know we didn’t plan this …”

He definitely didn’t.

Ace didn’t hear another word Talise said. He had tuned her out the minute she said two words: I and pregnant. The word might didn’t even matter at that point.

Talise was pretty, smart, and definitely made him smile. But that wasn’t enough for him to propose. Ace hadn’t seen this coming, and he considered himself a seasoned playboy.

All of a sudden, it seemed stuffy in her apartment. He had to get away and quickly told himself to say something. “Okay. You do look a little tired. Why don’t you relax on the sofa? I’ll clean up our mess here and load the dishwasher.”

On the outside, Ace managed a tender smile. He helped her recline, then he removed her shoes. On the inside, he was enraged that Talise thought she could run this game on him. She had already lost. Women and their games.

“Are you upset?” she whispered, as she lay back and allowed him to prop her feet on a pillow.

“I’m shocked is more like it.”

She sighed. “Me too.”

Next, he tackled the cleanup task in record time. He had to get out of there. “Listen, babe, I … I’d better go. Why don’t you get some rest?” he suggested. Nestling her in his arms, he held her the longest time he could without saying a word.

Shocked, betrayed, and hurt were the only way to describe Ace’s emotions. He stalked down the stairs and then used unnecessary force to open the entrance door and his car door.

Ace climbed in as quickly as possible. Without looking up to see if Talise was standing in the bay window, waiting to give him the customary wave sendoff, he sped off.

“You fool!” He was certain he was protected during every encounter. Why hadn’t she protected herself? How had he misjudged Talise’s honesty?

A red light flashed before Ace’s eyes. On autopilot, he stopped and then accelerated when he saw green. Ten minutes or so later, as cars and trucks zoomed by him, he couldn’t remember getting onto the Mass Turnpike.

Thank God for GPS. It was automatically activated when he started the motor. By habit, he had punched home. When he glanced at the screen, he couldn’t believe he was on Hyde Park Avenue and had already passed Jamaica Plain and Roslindale. It was only a matter of blocks before he would reach his condo.

In spite of his dazed state, Ace made it to the complex and pulled into his assigned parking spot. Cursing, he turned off the ignition and pounded the steering wheel before resting his head on its leather exterior.

Ace couldn’t recall one scenario where protection wasn’t used. Immediately, as though a warning signal was sounding loudly, he could hear his mother’s counsel. Throughout his years of mischief, she cautioned him, “Watch how you live, Ace, because whatever you do under the cover of darkness, Jesus will bring to light. Mark my words. There is no protection for sin. Read it for yourself in First Corinthians 4:5.”

As careful as he was, now this. He looked up and stared at the front door of his home. Ace didn’t make a move to get out and sat there gritting his teeth. God help Talise if she was pregnant because that wasn’t reason enough to make him throw his life away.

His mother called him a late bloomer when it came to gaining the common sense that matched his intellect. Up until he secured his present job two years ago, Ace stayed in trouble. He was arrested for petty things like drinking, gambling, and fighting. For the most part, it took Cameron to convince Ace that jail wasn’t the life for a Jamieson. That’s when Ace did an instant one-eighty.

Of course, he didn’t like the feeling of being caged. And that’s exactly what Tay was trying to do, imprison him. Little did she know that it wasn’t going to happen.

Maybe he got his free spirit from his father, Samuel Jamieson. Sam had never married his mother. Yet he and Kidd turned out okay. Well, Kidd did anyway. Ace was still rough around the edges from time to time.

Without a father in the home, he couldn’t emulate one. So, growing up, he lived his life with an attitude of trial and error. But he had enough good sense to know that mind-set didn’t apply to fatherhood. A man was expected to get it right. That’s why he never planned to marry or have children—ever—under any circumstances. It was a trap.

Ace pulled his iPhone from his waist clip and speed-dialed his brother in St. Louis. He tried to clear his head before Kidd answered. They were close, and Kidd didn’t need to see Ace to read him like a book.

Five years older, Kidd had relocated and eventually married a cutie he met at work. Amazingly, after two years, Kidd and Eva were still happy.

“Whatz up, bro?” Kidd greeted.

“Oh, nothing much.” Ace coaxed himself to relax. “Hey, I’m thinking about accepting the opening in the St. Louis office.”

“All right. It’s about time—” Kidd paused. “Wait a minute. What, or who, are you running from? Please tell me someone doesn’t have a mark on your life.” He groaned. “Jesus, I know my prayers aren’t in vain.”

Might as well be truthful. “It’s a woman.”

“Not another one. Ace?” Kidd groaned, hissed, and mumbled. “You mean a woman claiming to carry your lovechild, like Joy, or that Sheba woman?”

“I didn’t need any DNA test to tell you those babies weren’t mine.”

“What do you expect with your lifestyle? Bro, being a father is a privilege and a responsibility.”

“Boy your wife has you brainwashed.”

“What is it going to take for you to stop this bed hopping? There really is a term for your condition, you know.”

Ace exhaled. He knew Kidd’s answer.

“Fornication,” the brothers said together.

“Okay, you can mock me, but you can’t mock God. So the question is, could this baby be yours?”

If—and it is a big if—Talise is pregnant, the baby might be his. But responsibility is optional.

“Only the mother knows for sure.”


Chapter Two
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I spooked him.” Talise swallowed as she shielded herself from Ace’s view. His normal goodbye kiss lacked the luster she had come to expect.

Standing near her apartment bay window, her heart sank when Ace sped off from the curb without giving her his customary goodbye. His hasty exit scared her.

Gnawing on her bottom lip, Talise second-guessed her timing. Maybe she shouldn’t have mentioned her suspicions. If only she had listened to her older sister, Sinclaire, and waited until she was one-hundred percent sure before saying anything.

A week earlier, some mild cramping and light spotting had occurred. Talise didn’t give it a second thought until the nausea hit. She had been enduring repeated bouts for the past few days. Finally, the unsettling experience prompted her to take a home pregnancy test.

If Talise read it right, she wasn’t. But her suspicions lingered. The thought of becoming another statistic as an unwed mother made her bawl like a two-year-old in the middle of a tantrum.

During a Skype call less than twenty-four hours earlier, Sinclaire had tried to console her. “From everything you’ve raved about Aaron …” Her sister refused to refer to Ace by his nickname, saying it sounded too gangster. “… I’m sure he’ll do the right thing. We can always repent, and God will forgive us, as long as we don’t continue in our sins. Even if God doesn’t spare you from this situation, you’ve got to turn your life over to Him.”

A tear slid down her cheek as she recalled their conversation. Stepping away from the window, she rubbed her arms and then massaged her flat tummy. Talise turned around and scanned the apartment she shared with Lois. Her roommate was one of a handful of people she could call “friend” since her move from Virginia to Boston.

After responding to a “roommate needed” ad, Talise met with Lois, studied the South End neighborhood, and quizzed Lois about her lifestyle. Seemingly satisfied, she signed the lease. That had been six months ago.

“A good friend of mine—and Cameron Jamieson is fine—has a cousin named Aaron who is equally as fine and unattached,” Lois had said when trying to set up Talise on a double date. To her description, she then added, “He’s tall and muscular and has a rugged pretty-boy face. Best of all, he’s got a good job.”

At first, Talise was reluctant. “What’s wrong with him? Is he a homosexual?”

Lois had laughed and snorted. “Far from it. He’s a good-looking brother who enjoys having a good time—nothing more.” She paused. “Just go out one time,” she had pleaded. “If he’s a jerk, then dump him.”

Talise wasn’t buying what sounded like a “too good to be true” setup. “If both of these brothers are so fine, then why haven’t you dated either one of them?” She questioned, crossing her arms.

Lois could go toe-to-toe with any woman in the good looks department. She had a touch of Puerto Rican in her blood and a whole lot of African American. The woman turned heads as a browner version of Keysha Cole.

“I learned not to date friends or friends’ relatives. My relationship with Cameron is for networking purposes only. I keep my friend pool separate from my potential boyfriend pool. Separate and not equal.” Lois’s voice had been serious.

A few evenings later, during an event at Northeastern University Cameron and Lois introduced her to Ace. Then they disappeared, leaving Talise and Ace on their own. One night turned into many nights together, phone calls, and now, possibly permanent evidence of those numerous dates.

Ace’s personality had magnetism and his presence gave her a sense of completeness in her life. God help her that she would admit it, but Ace had become like the air she breathed. With his early departure, it would mark the first Friday they weren’t together until the wee morning hours. The void was almost unbearable.

Alone with her thoughts, she blew out the candles and incense sticks. Talise retook her seat at the counter and closed her eyes. What would her father and his new wife say? Or her coworkers and friends think? She hadn’t lived in Boston a year and had already made bad choices.

Imagining the rumors made her sigh deeply. Talise Shanté Rogers, age twenty-nine, pregnant, unmarried—and a fool. What was she thinking?

Of course, Ace would want to marry her. But what if he didn’t? If he didn’t love her, then marriage was not an option, even for the sake of their child. They would share joint custody and live separate lives. That wasn’t negotiable.

Aside from being devastated by his rejection, financially, she could probably manage as a single parent. She had her salary as an airline ticket agent and the extra money she earned as a part-time stylist at a trendy salon in Cambridge. Plus, there would be whatever child support Ace agreed to pay. One thing was for sure, she would not be part of any baby drama.

But he loved her. Right? She could see it in his eyes, in his smile, and in the way he kissed her. She no longer wanted to think about any other instances.

Talise stood and picked up her shoes near the sofa. “Why am I torturing myself? A little nausea and a light period don’t mean I’m pregnant.” The argument sounded good, but Talise just didn’t believe a word of it. Tomorrow, she would buy another home pregnancy test.

Sauntering into her bedroom, she tossed her stilettos into the closet. Next, she peeled off her “man teaser” dress. That’s what Lois had called the outfit when Talise bought it. After donning a pair of flannel pajamas, she lifted her laptop off a small desk in the corner and climbed into bed.

While she waited for it to boot up, Talise longed for her mother’s advice and comfort. But Marilyn, who was only forty-seven at the time, had passed away years earlier from a heart attack. Her father, Frederick, remarried soon after. The new Mrs. Rogers—Donna—was nice, but detached. Her focus was on her husband, leaving very little attention for his daughters. She believed if a person was eighteen, they were grown and should be gone.

Donna had an uncanny way of always making Talise and Sinclaire feel like they were lacking in some area of their lives: looks, education, etiquette, or whatever the topic of the hour. It somehow seemed to slip Donna’s mind that they were the products of private education and both were college graduates as well. In fact, the Rogers family was even part of a few elite organizations, such as Jack and Jill. As toddlers, the two sisters had even modeled in fashion shows, print ads, and TV commercials. Yet Donna insisted on overlooking their redeeming qualities.

Not only were Sinclaire and Talise extremely close, they were best friends. With very similar features, their personalities were completely opposite. Two years older, Sinclaire always portrayed maturity as an example for her younger sister. Talise couldn’t recall when Sinclaire wasn’t grounded in her faith. She consistently prayed before making life-altering choices and thanked God for His wisdom afterward. Daddy affectionately dubbed her “the family prayer warrior.”

On the other hand, even without consulting Jesus regularly, Talise was loyal to her convictions. It was natural for her to treat others the way she would want to be treated. She trusted people at face value, at times, to a fault.

The Rogers sisters loved to travel. Because they were military brats who moved quite often whenever their father was reassigned, it was in their blood. During their childhood years, the girls also enjoyed when the family took lengthy summer vacations at their beach house in Destin, Florida.

As an adult, Sinclaire further fed her hunger to see the world when she joined the air force. Currently, she was serving her country in the Middle East.

In her own way, Talise was following in their father’s footsteps too. However, she wasn’t about to put herself in harm’s way. In her mother’s absence, Talise felt there was no reason for her to remain in Richmond, Virginia. Consequently, upon graduating from Hampton University, she had packed up and moved from Virginia to Texas. There she took her first job out of college with a Fortune 500 business consulting firm that required extensive travel.

Three years later, Talise concluded there was nothing glamorous about business travel. It was time to make a career move. When Southwest Airlines posted various vacancies, Sinclaire credited God for Talise beating out the competition. There were only a handful of openings for ticket agent positions. But she landed one and the perks that go along with it. Bags weren’t the only thing that could fly free.

Talise took advantage of the travel perks, which were not mandatory. She mapped out an adventure to live in different cities for a period of time. That way she could get a feel for where she wanted to settle down. So far, she had lived in San Francisco on the West Coast and Boston on the East Coast. On her next tour, she planned to move to the Midwest, maybe Chicago.

That was, until she met Ace. Funny how a man could make a woman change her plans. Talise logged on to her email and typed Sinclair a note. Her sister was the only other person who knew about her suspicion.

In the subject line, Talise typed: No I told you so.

I couldn’t keep it in. I know. I know. I should have waited, but what difference would it have made? Ace and I care about each other. I would venture to say we’re in love, but his reaction was worse than sticker shock. It was a mixture of fear, disbelief, anger, and disappointment. Since your name means prayer, I could use some right now. Email me when you can. Love T.

Talise didn’t expect a quick response. In the meantime, she visited pregnancy sites to further torture herself. Almost an hour later, she logged back onto her email account. Sinclaire had replied: Re: No I told you so. I wouldn’t.

With him or without him, pregnant or not, everything is going to be okay. We’ll Skype soon, and p.s., I’ve never stopped praying for my sister. You’re the only one I’ve got. Hopefully, Donna is beyond childbearing years. LOL. Love, S.

Talise smiled at Sinclaire’s dig on Donna. Which situation would be worse, Donna pregnant at fifty-two with a husband, or her pregnancy at twenty-nine with no husband? It would be a draw.

Shutting her computer down and putting it aside, Talise picked up her cell phone and called Ace. She got his voicemail and left a message, “Call me.”

As fear crept into her mind, she slid onto the floor and prayed longer than her usual few sentences. “Jesus, please don’t let me be pregnant, please. I promise I won’t sleep with Ace again—or any man—unless he’s my husband. God, this would ruin my life. I’m not prepared for this …” She continued to list all the reasons why the timing was all wrong. Once she said, “Amen,” Talise climbed back into bed and prayed again. This time that she would be able to sleep.

Saturday morning, Talise woke without a phone call from Ace. It was their routine to talk while she dressed to go to the salon. Either she was still having a nightmare or Ace was sending a strong signal that he was unreachable, indefinitely.

Her imagination and guilt was really working overtime. Since she and Ace had never had a major disagreement, this was a test of how they handled difficult situations. She guessed he needed solitude. There was no way Ace was the type of man to desert her—period.

Talise didn’t know how she was going to make it five more days until her doctor’s appointment. Mentally and physically, she was a wreck. Knowing this particular Saturday there was a light customer load, she called Sasha, the owner of Sassy’s Salon.

“Sasha, I’m not feeling well.”

“Too much partying?” she asked jokingly, knowing Talise never missed work or showed up late.

“I wish that’s all it was. I’ll call my customers and see if they won’t mind another stylist doing their hair today. Or maybe they’ll want to reschedule.”

Sasha agreed and reassured her, “Feel better, hon, we’ll take care of your clients. I won’t let the girls steal them.” She laughed and disconnected.

Next, Talise contacted her customers, explained that she was under the weather and gave them an option. Three decided to reschedule, one said she was going to cancel anyway, and the other two didn’t mind a one-time stylist change.

After that task was over, she lay in the bed and stared out the window. Everybody deserved a pity party every now and then. And, at the moment, Talise was suffering with a heartbreak hangover.

The day didn’t get any better. Ace still hadn’t returned her call and Talise needed to vent. Unfortunately, there was no one available. At least Lois would return tomorrow and she could talk to her.

By late Saturday night, with no word from Ace, Talise was calling him all kinds of names for his uncharacteristic behavior. She texted him: R U Ok? I missed UR call this morning. Call me.

Signing on to the Internet, she checked her email account. Sinclaire had left one, suggesting a video chat through Skype at ten o’clock that night. Eastern Standard Time. That was six o’clock in the morning in the Middle East. Checking the time, Talise quickly logged into her Skype account. It was already twelve minutes past ten. Hopefully, her sister was still online.

It wasn’t long before Sinclaire peered closer to the monitor. She looked like a dentist checking for cavities. “Are you okay?”

“I wished I had listened to you.” It was as if Talise’s tears had been waiting for her to connect with Sinclaire. Then, all of a sudden, the dam broke. Sniffing didn’t stop the tears from streaming down her face. Laying her laptop aside, Talise got off the bed and went into the bathroom. She returned blowing her nose.

Sinclaire appeared thoughtful. “Sis, regardless of the outcome, baby or no baby, God is there for you. If this man cares about you—”

“He does.”

“Then if he loves you …”

Recently, Talise thought she saw love beaming from his dark brown eyes, but on the previous night, it was as if a dirty contact lens blocked her view. She sighed. “I hope so.” Then she broke down again.

“Hey, sis, hey,” Sinclaire coaxed Talise to face the computer. “It’s okay. We’ll see what the doctor and the Lord says.”

“What? So I can cry all over again? I’d rather get it out of the way now.”

“You’re so dramatic. I’m here to fight a real war with guns and improvised explosive devices, and you’re having a tug of war battle with your emotions.”

“What are you talking about? This is a battle—a battle within myself. I am truly scared. I wish I could pick up the phone and call Mom. At least Lois will be back soon, and I can get her take on this.”

“Don’t, Talise. Be discreet about your business. Wait until you see your doctor and you know for sure. Promise me, sis,” Sinclaire ordered, as if she was a drill sergeant in the army.

“I miss Mom too,” she went on. “But you have me by phone, email, or Skype. And you said you haven’t heard from him? Is that like him to be inconsiderate, especially knowing what you’re going through?”

Talise shook her head. “This isn’t like Ace at all. I’ve called him and left a message and I texted him. It’s like he disappeared.”

Frowning, Sinclaire had a thoughtful expression. “I’m withholding my comments until after your doctor’s visit. Then I’ll start praying that he comes to his senses before I get to him.”


Chapter Three
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Why is my son packing like he has to get out of town by sundown? Ace’s mother wondered. Sitting quietly in a chair watching him, Sandra Nicholson drifted into deep thought as she began reflecting on her life. When she was twenty years old, naïve and in love, Sandra gave birth to Kevin Jamieson. She was an unmarried woman. Five years after that, out of sheer stupidity, she gave birth to another adorable baby boy, Aaron Jamieson. Now, thirty-three years later at age fifty-three, Sandra remained single.

Their father, the man she loved, Samuel Jamieson, played her like a fool. At the time of their affair, he had been married. Of course, she didn’t know that until years later when a bill collector called her in an attempt to track him down. Samuel had stayed with them for brief periods off and on.

The scoundrel had been hitched twice and had spawned eleven children, including her two. Sandra didn’t know if she was blessed not to have been counted among the wives or cursed because she didn’t have even a part-time father for her boys.

At the same time, Samuel was adamant that his boys carry his last name. She gave him no argument on that. However, growing up, Ace and Kidd’s given name was always a cause for embarrassment when she had to complete forms or introduce herself. Sandra was convinced it was a source of shame that caused her sons to lash out in negative ways.

Things slowly began to change when their cousin Cameron arrived in Boston to attend MIT. He had tracked Samuel Jamieson down through genealogy methods. Once he earned her sons’ trust, Cameron told the story of their shared connections to a royal African tribe. The last name suddenly didn’t seem worthless anymore.

Still, to this day, Sandra didn’t know what to make of the nicknames their father attached to her children. Where did he come up with the name “Kidd”? She later wondered if it was simply because he couldn’t remember the boy’s name.

She had learned early on the reason for Aaron’s “Ace.” Whenever Samuel paid a visit, he played games with the young boy. Ace innocently recited numbers to his dad. Then Samuel would turn around and gamble with those numbers and win.

Unfortunately, this deadbeat dad secured Aaron’s future with that silly “Ace in the Hole” nickname that she detested. It seemed as if it influenced her younger son to follow in his father’s path in more ways than gambling and winnings.

With God’s grace and as much dignity that she could command, Sandra did her best to rear two strong Black men. Physically, she succeeded; spiritually and emotionally, she failed miserably. How could such sweet little boys grow up to become angry Black men?

Regretfully, her definition of a mother’s love had been to spoil them. In those days as a young single mother, she worked as many hours as she could. When her children began to grow up, she gave Kidd the responsibility for being the man of the house and protecting his baby brother.

The pressure of having such a big task may have proved too much for a young boy. In hindsight, she realized it was a bad move because Kidd took it to the extreme and developed an unruly attitude. It seemed to work for him, so Ace followed in his footsteps. Both boys resented anyone who tried to exercise authority over them.

Years later, as fully grown men, Ace and Kidd had become as different as night and day. Where Kidd proved he could be tamed, Ace still had to be where the action was—good or bad.

Hearing him upstairs rumbling through his things and packing bags, Sandra paused in her reflections and took a deep sigh. Ace had been out of control most of his life. He was a strong-willed child and bull-headed teenager. It was surprising that she had any hair left on her head because of his drinking, fighting, and gang affiliation. Anything to test the nerves of a single parent—Ace had tried it.

Yes, rearing children alone was a task she wouldn’t recommend to any woman—young, middle-aged, or older. Boys need their fathers—period. If only he had given more of himself, even a philanderer like Samuel may have had some redeeming qualities. One would never know since he died several years earlier while living with his third family.

Sandra’s mind shifted to the major change that took place after her older son relocated to St. Louis. Cameron had helped to orchestrate the move with the aid of his older brothers, Parke and Malcolm. Two years ago, Kidd married a feisty young woman.

Eva not only put him in check, but she managed what had been impossible for Sandra. Eva had led Kidd to Christ. Before Jesus saved him, Kidd spoke his mind and dared anyone to argue with him. Now he was a level-headed man with a reverence for God and Sandra couldn’t be more proud of him.

On the other hand, Ace was close-lipped, preferring to keep people guessing about his thoughts. Included in his everyday wardrobe, he plastered on his poker mask. Since reaching adulthood, Ace has been almost as reckless as his absentee father in his social life.

And the women—typically, she knew about them only after Ace had moved on to the next one. There were a couple of exceptions, though, women who claimed to carry his lovechild. It came out later that those children weren’t his. Ace would defy anyone to try and trap him into marriage. Unfortunately, her son had been on the fast track to beat out some celebrities’ boastings of sleeping with the most women.

Enough was enough. She needed answers. Standing over Ace with her arms folded, she started, “Let me understand this.” Watching him contine to pull clothes from drawers and yank shirts off hangers, she continued, “For two years, your brother has been trying to lure you to St. Louis. You’ve always had an excuse. Now you’re packing up everything you own and some of my stuff too, as if an angry mob was running you out of some racist town before sundown. What’s going on, Aaron? Do you owe a gambling debt?”

“You’re kidding. Right, Mom?” Ace gave her a dumbstruck look. “I left that kid’s stuff behind years ago when I started classes at Roxbury Community College.”

She was far from being placated. “I know you still go to that Twin River Casino in Rhode Island.”

He didn’t break his rhythm and kept packing. “I can play Black Jack without driving across state lines. Pop didn’t call me ‘Ace in the Hole’ for nothing.”

Sandra had made up her mind when her sons were small not to badmouth their father. But at that moment, several choice words were bombarding her mind.

“Aaron, don’t even think about taking my pedicure kit. Buy your own toenail clippers.” She paused. “Have you considered driving? You wouldn’t have to cram so much stuff into your suitcase. Take your car.”

“Nah, bags fly free, remember?” He kept a straight face while mimicking the Southwest commercials. “Plus, I’m in a hurry to get there. Other than that, I don’t want you to drive a rental car for a week while your Kia is in the shop. Drive my Charger. I’ll come back and get it later. I don’t know why you use that shady mechanic in the old neighborhood anyway.”

Sandra refused to get off the subject. “Did you and Tay have a fight?” It was her turn to maintain a poker face. She didn’t want to appear overly nosy knowing she was already on the verge.

That seemed to get his attention. Whipping his head around to face her, Ace stared. He was clearly crafting his response.

“Nope, she’s a nice lady, but it’s over. It’s time for a change and I’m moving on and out.”

Read between the lines, she told herself. On Friday night, her son walked out the door relaxed and happy. Surprisingly, he returned a few hours later spooked. His irritability stayed with him throughout Saturday. On Sunday morning, he rebuffed Sandra’s invitation to attend church. Now, Sunday night, he’s preparing to leave town.

Exasperated, Sandra didn’t enjoy this round of twenty questions. “What about your job here?”

“I called my boss at home earlier. Melvin couldn’t believe I finally caved in to the enticement to take the St. Louis position. He’ll process the paperwork for my transfer tomorrow morning.

“Come Tuesday, I’ll be sitting behind a new desk in my own office. It’s a promotion with the opportunity for more advancement. Plus, I couldn’t turn down the sizeable raise. It’s a dream job, Mom.” He turned away and mumbled, “And a new hiding place.”


Chapter Four
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On Monday morning, Talise was near ballistic level when her gynecologist’s office called and rescheduled her Thursday appointment to Friday. She had barely been hanging on by a split end.

Plus, she had ruined a recent manicure after a mental meltdown without the comfort of Ace’s arms. It was the first time since officially becoming a couple that they hadn’t been together during a weekend.

Whether he delivered her lunch at the salon on Saturday afternoons or treated her to entertainment at the House of Blues on Saturday nights, they enjoyed each other’s company. It wasn’t unusual on Sunday mornings to brunch at Liberty Hotel, the renovated former Charles Street Jail.

Sometimes, for the remainder of their Sundays, they were hole-up in a suite. She sighed, realizing that was how she got into her possible condition in the first place.

When Lois returned on Sunday night, Talise was in the bed where she had pretty much resided since Friday. Her roommate chatted nonstop about her shopping excursion and showed Talise some great bargains she’d snagged. Lois went on endlessly, telling her about the great price she and two other friends were able to get for a Broadway play. Smiling, Talise went through the motions.

“So what did you and Mr. Jamieson do while I was gone?”

This time, Talise followed Sinclaire’s advice and didn’t say a word about her suspicions. “Oh, Ace and I had dinner on Friday.”

“What exotic restaurant did he take you to?” Her roommate’s eyes twinkled with mischief.

Talise scrunched up her nose and forced herself to play along. “I cooked a romantic meal here.”

“Did you two have a sleepover?”

Picking up her pillow, Talise aimed it at her roommate’s head. “You know better. I wasn’t about to break our number one rule: no overnight guests.”

Lois shrugged and replied, “Just asking.” She grinned happily and took her purchases to her bedroom.

Four more days, and then Talise would know whether she had something to tell Lois. Of course, since Thursday was her regular off day, and her appointment was moved to Friday, she would have to make up the missed hours at work.
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On Monday, her concentration was at a premium she couldn’t buy. Mustering a smile, Talise acknowledged two customers standing at her counter. “Hi, may I help you?” Again, she attempted to banish her personal drama to the wayside.

“I missed my plane to New York. Is there any room on the next flight, and how much extra will I have to pay?” A petite woman with silver hair asked. Talise noticed her generous smile and candy red lipstick.

She tapped into the terminal and waited for the information. A line quickly began to form. It was going to be a busy Monday.

“Good news. There are seats available. Let’s see if I can do something about the cost.” Manipulating fees, Talise was able to limit the up-charge to twenty-five dollars. The woman and her companion walked away pleased.

On autopilot, she moved to the next traveler. One by one, they kept coming. Whenever there was a lull in passengers, Ace’s handsome pretty boy looks came back into her mental view.

He had all weekend to digest the possibilities. Why hadn’t he called? Although Talise was attracted to Ace, Marilyn Rogers didn’t rear two foolish girls. She didn’t chase after men. Never having been a desperate woman, she wouldn’t allow the outcome of her current situation to change that.

On the surface, Talise wore the smile and uniform. Mentally, she struggled to focus. The more she tried to take control, the more her mind disobeyed, drifting back and forth with thoughts about Ace. Nevertheless, she was a professional and continued to do her best while working alongside her fellow ticket agents.

Momentarily immersed in her musings, she found herself reliving the memories from the previous month’s hour-and-a-half drive to Foxwoods Resort Casino in Connecticut. In eager anticipation, she had rescheduled some regular Saturday clients to free up her time for the weekend getaway with Ace.

Although the man didn’t seem to be an addicted gambler, he knew how to play and win. Whether it was Black Jack, Poker, or the slot machines, Ace always seemed to hit the jackpot. Even more interesting, Talise was bewildered by his generosity. During the entire time, he made a surprising, endearing gesture with his winnings. He turned every dime over to her. It had been hers to play or keep.

“This is a lot of money,” she had said in amazement. Placing it securely inside the zipper pocket of her purse, her last count was at three thousand dollars. When she couldn’t close her mouth, Ace kissed her.

“It’s just Benjamins, baby. You canceled your Saturday clients for me. It’s the least I can do to make it up to you.” The light of excitement in his eyes had shined brightly. Her heart had melted.

Clearly it would be obvious to any casual observer that Ace was completely at home in the casino environment. The next day they feasted on the hotel’s international buffet and danced for hours in the Sunset Ballroom. In Talise’s estimation, they had partied like rock stars. As their weekend drew to a close, Ace wouldn’t leave before stocking up on junk food for the road trip back home from his namesake Aces Up Snacks.

With a sudden flash of remembering where she was, Talise caught herself and straightened her posture. It was a good thing the Southwest ticket line wasn’t busy at the moment. Only a few travelers had interrupted her thoughts. That was fine with Talise because she was quite preoccupied with her reverie.

Smiling to herself, she reminisced snuggling up to Ace on the drive back to Boston. Their words were few as Gerald Albright and Paul Hardcastle serenaded them all the way to her apartment on Durham Street.

That next morning, instead of hopping on the Silver Line bus to Logan Airport, she had driven to the bank on Mass Ave and deposited her balance of twenty-eight hundred dollars.

Yes, altogether, Talise was smitten. She had begun falling for him not long after they started dating—and she was still falling. Not just because of the things he did or said, but the intense way he looked at her, following her every move. He wanted to spend all of his free time with her and she had no problem with it.

Abruptly, her daydreaming ended when Talise’s coworker nudged her. She blinked. Evidently, she had once again drifted off.

“Are you feeling okay?” Kendall McCray asked with a curious frown.

“Yep,” Talise lied, as she struggled to suppress a bout of nausea.


Chapter Five
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Late Monday evening, Ace shook his head as his beloved Boston Harbor faded from view. To avoid seeing Talise at the airport, he purposely booked a later flight on American Airlines. So despite what he told his mother, his bags didn’t fly free.

Not an emotional man, Ace took a deep breath to keep from mourning the loss of those things dear to his heart. Swallowing hard, he whispered goodbye to the seven-time Major League Baseball World Series Champion Red Sox, the National Hockey League World Champion Boston Bruins, the National Basketball Association World Champs Boston Celtics, and so many other places and things he would miss.

At the very least, he was representing Beantown by wearing his Red Sox jersey. Ace’s mind went to this coming fall when he wouldn’t be there to attend one of the New England Patriots’ home games at Gillette Stadium. Hopefully, they were on the St. Louis Rams’ schedule to play.

Lastly, he would miss the conniving Ms. Talise Rogers. In the past, Ace had faced guns, survived knife attacks, and spent extended stays in a couple of Boston area jails, but this present situation was foreign to him. Leave it to a gorgeous woman to cause him to run scared out of town. His name might as well be Samson.

Ace exhaled and shook his head at the flight attendant offering drinks. It was Talise’s fault that he had to take these drastic measures. He guessed she hadn’t heard the rumor that no woman would ever claim this Jamieson man. She might as well dispense with her phantom pregnancy. Her plan to trap him backfired.

With her looks, smarts, and personality, Talise could find another sucker and start the game over. Either she was that good or he’d been too gullible. He had given her the benefit of the doubt because she was possibly the “one,” but she blew it, trying to snag him.

As with all the others, Ace wasn’t bluffing. He was voluntarily entering into the MIAB program. Unlike a person in the Witness Protection Plan, who always had to watch his back, he didn’t have a care in the world as part of the elite Missing in Action Brother club. Ace closed his eyes and reclined his seat.

By the time his plane landed in St. Louis two and a half hours later, he was restless. While dozing, he dreamt he was a father of twenty children. That would have broken his old man’s record of the eleven that he knew about.

“Whew,” he commented to himself.

Shaking off the nightmare, Ace regained his composure before disembarking the plane. As he strolled through Lambert Airport, he commanded the attention of every woman who made eye contact.

When he approached the baggage claim area, Kidd was leaning up against the wall with his arms folded. His lips curled with a hint of a smile, but his stare was menacing.

Both brothers were buffed, but Kidd had thickened since his marriage to Eva Savoy two years ago. Standing by his side, his wife was all smiles and waves. Eva was pretty, but Talise was stunning.

Within an arm’s reach, Kidd engulfed Ace in a bear hug. His brother’s grip was as if it had been ten years since they last saw each other instead of six months. Height-for-height and muscle-for-muscle, it was a duel of strength.

“Break it up.” Eva separated them before either brother could declare a winner. She swatted at Kidd before giving Ace a welcoming hug. “I’m glad you’re here.”

“Finally. I can’t believe it took a woman to get you here.” Kidd barked out, adding a laugh that caught the attention of several nearby passengers. Eva shushed him.
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Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday. Ace sat behind his desk in his spacious new office. He checked his cell phone for the third time—nothing. Talise’s appointment with the doctor was sometime that day. Would she tell him the truth if she wasn’t pregnant? When her theatrics tugged at his emotions, it bothered him, yet he restrained himself from returning her calls.

Feigning she was scared and worried, Talise had asked him to call her. “I just need to hear your voice,” her message had said. Since then, there had been nothing. No more texts or voice messages. Her absence was foreign to him after four months of exclusive dating.

Ace wanted to reach out to her, but he had to break off their relationship cold turkey. He had hoped settling in as a senior accountant at Healthcare Concepts’ corporate office would be an adequate distraction. As it turned out, keeping busy worked for his mental faculties, but his heart was empty.

After only a few days, Ace was close to finishing his initial project. Already, he was the center of the office gossip and wore the label “smart and sexy.” Undeniably, the variety of attractive female coworkers made a man want to come to work in the mornings. What a selection, with a number of flavors to choose from: Latina, Black, White, Asian, or tantalizing blends.

One would think the beauties would keep his mind from drifting back to Talise. To date, Ace had turned down a lunch offer, a happy hour invitation, and a home-cooked meal. He got his fill of home cooking at Kidd’s, and he could go to a sports bar alone to get smashed. As for lunch, he wasn’t playing into that so soon.

Later that evening at Kidd’s house, he tried to unwind. His transition had gone rather smoothly. The day after Ace arrived, he had settled into his brother’s spare bedroom without a hitch.

“It’s so good to have you finally move here with your brother,” Eva told him. “Make yourself at home. We’ll respect your privacy, but a word of wisdom. If any unpleasant odors seep from under your door, smelling like leftovers or unattended clothes, I’m busting in. When I house clean, things sometimes wind up missing,” she said, smiling innocently.

His brother had already warned him that Eva was a neat freak. “Word to the wise,” Kidd mouthed, standing behind his wife.

An hour or so later, things were cool. Kidd was yelling at St. Louis Cardinals’ pitcher Adam Wainwright to change up his swing. Eva seemed to ignore the ruckus, disappearing into the lower level to her hobby room. For some reason, she collected bridal magazines. Did somebody need to tell the woman her wedding was over? Ace didn’t even want to know the story behind that one.

The next thing Ace knew, Kidd suddenly leaped from the sofa. He was poised to run toward the flat screen television and coax Wainwright to throw a fast ball and end the dragged out inning. Ace couldn’t care less about the Redbirds. His mind drifted to the time he took Talise to the Red Sox’s first game of the season. They had dressed alike in the hometown gear.

Why did his day always begin and end with thoughts of her? She couldn’t be pregnant. Ace Jamieson always protected himself.


Chapter Six
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Friday morning, Talise woke at the usual time as though she were going to work. The previous night, she and her sister, Sinclaire, had exchanged sporadic emails.

Sinclaire: I’ve been fasting and praying all day for God’s will in your situation. So, what did your doctor say? Nine hours ahead, her sister had sent the message at six o’clock in the morning United Arab Emigrates Time Zone.

Talise: She rescheduled my appointment until tomorrow, Friday. Talise had replied hours later when she had a chance to log on to her computer.

Sinclaire: What! Sigh. Well, I’ll keep praying. A person could only fast so long in this desert heat. I won’t have time to Skype tonight. Here’s a short prayer: O Father, in the Name of Jesus, only You are in control of our lives. Help my sister to trust in You. Regardless of the outcome, let her draw closer to You, Lord. Give her peace, comfort, and forgiveness. Amen. Love you, Sis. Email me as soon as you find out. Claire.

Although they both shortened their names at times, her sister didn’t like to be called Sin, saying it was too creepy. So, other than Sinclaire, she only answered to Claire.

Forgiveness. Talise’s eyes lingered on the word. “Yes, Lord, I know sleeping with a man who isn’t my husband is against Your edict. And I know because everybody is doing it isn’t an excuse, but somewhere down the road I lost my conviction about it, which is why I’m in this mental torture now. I know it’s too late, but Lord Jesus, I’m sorry.”

I did not die on the cross to condemn you for your sins, but to save you from the payout of sin, God spoke to Talise’s heart. Under her sister’s strong influence, Talise had learned quite a bit about salvation and everyone’s need for it.

“Thank you, Jesus,” she whispered. Gathering a deep breath, Talise fought off a nervous feeling. As she went about dressing, she noticed her breasts seemed a little tender. Wondering about that only added to her anxiety. All she wanted was the time to fast forward, but it was still two hours before her doctor’s appointment. It seemed like an eternity.

By the time she finished cooking a bowl of oatmeal for breakfast, she had lost her appetite. Too restless to read a magazine or watch TV instead she chose to sit and stare out the window. It was a comfortable June day and people seemed carefree as they strolled to one of the surrounding universities, commuted to work, or simply enjoyed the day off.

She quickly tired of the mindless tasks to stay occupied around the apartment and finally gave up. Deciding to leave, it wouldn’t hurt if she was a half an hour or more early. So far this morning, Talise had taken three trips to the bathroom. On her last one, she applied her makeup, but it barely camouflaged the dark circles under her eyes. Her flawless skin was beginning to mar from the stress.

Getting in her car, she drove to Dr. Sherman’s office on Dartmouth for the moment of truth. The good thing was her doctor stayed on schedule. The bad news was the waiting room was crowded. Talise felt out of place surrounded by other women who were in various stages of their pregnancies. Most wore wedding rings; a few spouses or boyfriends tagged along.

Talise was alone and her heart ached. She longed for Ace to be by her side, holding her hand. But she hadn’t heard from him all week, even after she relaxed her rule and left a couple of pleading messages. This wasn’t a good sign. He always returned her calls. Maybe he was sending her a message; she feared what his silence meant.

The waiting room was painted in cheerful colors. With a play area set up in the corner, a few busy toddlers were dismantling a wall of building blocks. Finally, two other women entered who didn’t have on wedding rings. Ironically, they both wore blank expressions. Did hers mirror theirs?

Right on schedule, at exactly quarter past eleven, Talise’s name was called. With her blood pressure checked and temperature taken, the nurse went through a list of questions, including the best estimate of the first day of her last period. After handing the nurse her urine sample, Talise sat on the examining table. As she waited for her results, she prayed for strength.

It wasn’t long before Dr. Sherman walked in with a faint smile. “Congratulations, you’re six weeks pregnant.”

Unable to hold back her emotions, the floodgates opened. Talise burst into tears. She jumped off the table and hurried over to the trash can where she threw up. Her doctor, rubbing her back, assisted her to the sink where Talise rinsed out her mouth and patted cold water on her face.

Back on the examining table, she covered her face with her hands in shame. With a box of tissues in one hand, Dr. Sherman wrapped her arm around Talise’s shoulders and squeezed gently. “Everything is going to be all right. Is the father supportive?”

Talise couldn’t make eye contact yet. She shook her head and began to bawl again. Her life status had instantly changed. Taking a deep breath only triggered another round of tears. After a hiccup or two, she strained her voice and managed to say, “I don’t know.”

The room took on an eerie silence and time seemed to freeze. When a few more moments passed, Talise sniffed and was able to wipe her eyes with a tissue. Finally, she looked at Dr. Sherman, who was waiting patiently.

“If you want to keep your baby, I’ll go over the regimen of proper diet and exercise and prescribe your prenatal vitamins.” Massaging Talise’s back, her doctor continued. “On the other hand, if you’re not ready to become a single parent, you can elect to have an abortion. I don’t perform them, but there are options that don’t require an invasive procedure or overnight stay. We can terminate it without anyone knowing besides you and me.”

Sinclaire would know and God knew.

“Your lifestyle won’t have to miss a heartbeat.”

It? She heard the doctor refer to her baby. Does the child have a heartbeat? Talise groaned when she thought about her carefree lifestyle. Someone had to pay for her carelessness, either her or the baby—it.

Dr. Sherman continued. “Why don’t you think about it for a couple of days and then call the office with your decision. We’ll proceed from there.”

Nodding, Talise was numb as she waited for the doctor to close the door. She suspected she was pregnant, and now it had been verified. Now what? Ace was missing in action. Talise toyed with the doctor’s questions as she passed through the waiting room and walked out the door.

The sun was blinding when she stepped outside. Slipping on her sunglasses, her body absorbed the warmth. The weather was far too enjoyable even for her gloomy mood. She seemed lost in space, out of place—and forgotten.

Feeling as if she was the only person standing on the face of the earth whose life was in disarray, she leaned against the building momentarily. Talise was in a state of shock; she watched people passing by, but saw no one.

Abortion. Was it an option for her? Could she go through with it? Did she hate Ace so much that she could destroy what they created?

“Mom, I wish you were here. My baby and I would want for nothing,” she whispered. Somehow she doubted whether her father’s new wife, Donna, would be as understanding. She sighed at her thoughts and spoke aloud, “You wouldn’t like her, Mom, but Dad seems happy. Sinclaire and I know you would’ve wanted that.”

After ignoring a bystander’s curious gaze—probably wanting to know who she was talking with—Talise snapped out of it. Clearly, she wasn’t ready to return home yet. Afraid of feeling caged and eventually crying the day away, she headed to her car and added more change to the meter.

In her present state, it would be better to be around people. So Talise looked for a bookstore, coffee shop, any public place where she could just think. Walking aimlessly down the street, she rolled the word “abortion” around in her head. Sinclaire’s threat immediately came to mind.

“Don’t do anything you’ll regret later. God forgives, if we ask,” Sinclaire had said during a recent Skype conversation.

“Even if I’ll regret having a child out of wedlock, being a single parent, and poor?” she had asked her sister.

“I’ll risk a dishonorable discharge to come home and help take care of you and my niece or nephew. I mean it. Children are so innocent, even when we aren’t. Don’t discard them like some people in the Old Testament. They burned their babies as a sacrifice to their idol gods. Children have a purpose. They have a way of teaching us a thing or two,” Sinclaire pleaded and then smiled reassuringly before she had to sign off.

Now Talise would have to deliver the official news to Sinclaire. This was way too much for her to absorb and, before she did anything, she needed a drink to dull the pain. Only a social drinker, usually with Ace, she had to tell him there was indeed a baby. Yeah. He needed to know, but first, she needed a stiff drink.

At the corner of Dartmouth and Stuart Streets, she spotted her so-called daytime tavern—Starbucks—and headed that way. Once inside, her stomach growled as she scanned the menu.

“May I help you?” a young man asked, giving Talise a bold and appreciative sweep of her body. Doing her best to keep from rolling her eyes, she ordered, “A Grande Yukon. And please make that with three extra shots of Espresso.”

The guy’s eyes widened. “Whoa. You must be a serious coffee drinker.”

When he gave her the total, Talise handed over the money. While the barista prepared the drink, he tried and failed to coax her into small talk. Finished, he slid the cup in front of her. “To the pretty lady.”

“To the pregnant lady,” she mumbled under her breath, saluted him with her cup, and walked away. Finding a seat in the corner, Talise said grace. After she ended with an Amen, her hands remained locked in a praying position.

Pregnant. She repeated the word in her mind while taking a sip and wishing she could get drunk on coffee. Who knows? She might get a hangover from the caffeine. Her eyes misted as she stared out the window.

“Jesus, I messed up, didn’t I? I’m so sorry,” she spoke softly. Closing her eyes, Talise nonverbally confessed what her heart and mind already knew. She would have her baby.

As her lids fluttered open, she stole a deep breath and took another sip. The coffee was strong, just as she preferred it. But would the caffeine harm her baby? She frowned, not knowing the answer. With that thought in her mind, Talise pushed her cup to the side. Before heading home, she would stop at a bookstore and buy some baby books. She was going to be a mother.

When should she begin her round of calls? “I should make a list,” she said aloud. Why did she feel like she’d be making death notifications to the next of kin, as though her life was over?

First, of course, she’d tell Sinclaire, the person closest to her. Her sister was waiting anxiously to hear the verdict. Talise would email her as soon as she returned home. Next, she’d tell her dad. She couldn’t help but wonder how he would take the news. After that, Talise would have to inform her company and confide in a few close coworkers at the airport. She wanted to hold off on that as long as possible. However, Gabrielle Dupree, her immediate supervisor, came to mind.

Talise had learned when she first entered the workforce after college to watch her back. Every job had friends, enemies, and “frienemies.” Observing a few incidents involving various coworkers prompted her to keep people out of her private life. But it was something about Gabrielle that oozed confidence and peace, no matter what went down at work. She was a part of management Talise knew she could trust.

Then, of course, she would have to tell her roommate and Sasha at the salon. Lois should probably know soon, considering she would have to put up with her regurgitations and mood swings.

Oh yeah, the father. Ace. As much as she wanted him to know, he probably wouldn’t answer if she called him—again. Talise hadn’t heard from him since the night he walked out of her apartment—possibly her life.

With too many other issues going on in her body and head at the moment, she wouldn’t allow herself to think about him right then. There was no hurry. Soon enough they would have a conversation, either in person, over the phone, or by pony express, with his cousin riding on the horse to deliver the telegram.

On the drive home, Talise’s thoughts were focused solely on the baby’s father. Ace had never seen her mad. There had never been a cause for it, but Talise planned to unload her mind, in particular, for him not returning her calls or checking up on her.

When Talise arrived back at her apartment, she headed straight for her laptop. Not being able to hold the news until she and Sinclaire could have a Skype chat, she logged on to her email account. In the subject line, she entered, It’s official. Then Talise proceeded to type the message, confirming that her suspicions were true. Dr. Sherman told her she was six weeks along.

Talise ended the message, asking Sinclaire to email her as soon as possible. She wanted them to Skype and was looking forward to seeing her sister’s face. Her faith needed a boost so that she could actually make it through this pregnancy.




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





OEBPS/images/line.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg









OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





