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Chapter 1

I stepped into the classroom marked “Women’ s Bible Study” with a mission in mind that had nothing to do with Jesus. I was going to get to know more about my man’ s wife and use what I learned to steal her husband. This place they called holy ground was about to become a battleground. The plan was Operation Steal Greg.

“Is this classroom C?” I made sure to add just the right mix of airhead and sweet church girl to my voice. The door was clearly marked, but I had to say something because I was late, and all the real church sisters were already seated and staring.

A plump chick in her late thirties jumped to her feet like someone yelled happy birthday and she was popping out of a cake. “Yes, sister, come in. Have a seat.” She swayed an open palm in the direction of the chair she’d vacated.

I smiled tight, then took two steps to the left and away from the over eager beaver. “Thanks.” I crinkled my nose and pointed. “I’ll take something over there.”

Big girl looked disappointed, but my choice of seating was strategic, so I wasn’t giving in to sad puppy eyes. I flicked a lock of my hair over my shoulder and did a visual sweep of the occupants. Thirty or so women were dispersed throughout the room in small groups that reminded me of cliques in the high school cafeteria. I could tell they were the kind that chewed you up and spit you out like the mystery meat that followed Tuesday’ s spaghetti.

Since they were staring, I put a little extra motion into my well practiced jig. Sixty eyeballs followed the rhythmic gliding of my hips as I made my way to what I thought would be the perfect seat to make observations; the vacant back row. I rested my Dolce Gabana handbag on an empty seat, picked up the Bible that lay in wait for me, and as a final gesture for the royal nosies, wiggled down into the chair and crossed one leg over the other.

Try that, I thought, noticing more than half the occupants in the room were overweight and hard pressed to cross any extremity over the other.

I turned my attention to the woman behind the podium who I figured must be the Bible Study teacher, if that’s what you called the presenter at a thing like this. The only study groups I’d attended were for school. Church wasn’t my thing. I had never quite figured out the purpose for it all, and as far as I could see, most of the hypocritical, nasty, backbiting Christians I worked with hadn’ t either. Nah, I’d taken a pass on the church thing—until now.

“Hello.” The teacher met my gaze. “I’m Sister Green. Welcome to women’s Bible Study. ”Then, with an uncomfortable cough, she dropped her eyes to the book she was holding.

So much for introductions.

“Let’s go to the sixteenth verse, and if you would, Sister Hawkins, read down to verse twenty-one for us, ”Sister Green continued.

A wiry woman not too far from me stood to her feet and began reading, “So I say, live by the Spirit, and you will not gratify the desires of the sinful nature. For the sinful ...”

I tuned her out, after all, that wasn’t the reason I was here. I craned my neck left, and then right, looking for the person I’d come to see, but she wasn’t here. I’d only seen Greg’ s wife once, from a distance, when I’d lurked outside a charity event he’d slipped and told me they were attending.

Angelina Preston had long hair that fell in an angled bob down her back. No one’s do fit the bill from where I sat, and because I was in the back, I couldn’t see any of their faces. I hoped I hadn’ t wasted an evening coming to this gathering of stuck up, sanctimonious, women for nothing. I snapped the Bible closed I’d open across my knee and began tapping my heel impatiently. Just when I was about to call it a wrap, the door opened.

Angelina Preston swept into the room looking like an African American corporate Barbie doll in a chocolate St. John suit, Jimmy Choo slingbacks, and matching handbag. I let my mental calculator go to work. The woman was wearing close to a thousand dollars worth of gear, and that didn’t include the rocks in her ears or the one that for sure was weighing down her left hand.

I squirmed in my seat. I wanted to curse, but remembered I was in a church, so I bit my tongue. Talk about a bad sister. I uncrossed my legs and watched Angelina glide across the short space and slide effortlessly into a seat. Her featherweight hair billowed like smoke behind her. She turned to the women on her left and right, offered them a few words and a quick smile through perfect teeth, and looked to Sister Green.

“Sister Preston, we’re glad you’re here. I’ll turn the lesson over to you. ”Sister Green moved away from the podium like someone had told her there was a bomb underneath it. From the awkward way she had been conducting herself before Angelina showed up, I could tell she wasn’t one for public speaking. Her role as teacher really had me wondering about the church thing already.

Angelina stood and peeled off her jacket as she made her way to the front of the room. “Good evening, ladies.”

Her voice matched her corporate persona. It had that Demi Moore husky quality that was great for business, but also sexy to a lot of men in the bedroom. “Hmmm, something else to hate about her, ”I murmured under my breath.

“Thank you for excusing my tardiness. It couldn’t be helped. As most of you know, I’m on the board for the Department of Youth and Family Services, and thanks to the media, you’re probably also aware that we had a child death last night that necessitated an emergency board meeting.”

“How is the family, Sister Preston?” one of the women asked. A solemn pallor had fallen over the room. I vaguely remembered hearing something about a four-year-old foster child dying from an unexplained fall. I shuddered at the thought.

“The family is outraged, understandably, but I’m not really able to discuss the case.”

The women seemed to understand that. I had no idea Angelina was affiliated with child welfare. What thankless work for someone who—well—didn’t have to work at all.

“We can pray for the family after the meeting.” She closed the subject neatly. “Let’s pick up where we left off last week.”

“Sister Preston.” Big Girl stood and careened her neck in my direction. “We have a guest.”

Darn, I didn’t need anyone pointing me out. I was trying to be incognegro, but it was not to be so. Angelina wasn’t going to be rude and ignore a sista like her predecessor had.

She tilted her head ever so slightly, and her mouth eased into a smile that was full of sincerity. “I apologize for not noticing. I’m Angelina Preston, the women’s adult education coordinator for Greater Christian Life. Welcome. Please tell us your name and anything else you’d like to share with the group.”

I wasn’t sure how introductions were handled in church. I stood to my feet and stated the lie I’d prepared for this moment. I hesitated for a second, wondering if I were supposed to call myself sister, but then I realized Angelina hadn’ t put sister in front of her name, so I nixed it.

“Good evening, ladies. My name is Rae Burns. I’ve been coming to the church for a few weeks now. I live in Roswell. I’m single, and I work as a healthcare consultant.” I plopped down in my seat, shocked that perspiration had dotted my top lip and pleased that I hadn’t messed up and said my real name.

That coming to the church a few weeks part was not true either. Except to attend a wedding or funeral, tonight was the first time I’d stepped foot in this church or any church. I was thinking with nearly two thousand members that no one would know this was my first visit. I was obviously wrong. A few of them looked between each other, comparing mental notes, shaking their heads that they had not seen me at their service. I ignored them. I only cared what one woman thought, and that was the one who was looking directly at me.

“We’re glad to have you with us, Rae.” Angelina’s delivery was warm and sincere. “We hope that this evening is the first of many journeys into the Bible with us. ”After an appropriate pause for welcomes and nods from other women in the room, Angelina resumed her discussion of the lesson.

I resumed my studies also. From her appearance to her public speaking skills, the way she threw her hair over her shoulder and the classy way she held her swan-like neck, every word, every movement, everything about her was polished. Her persona seemed to be perfected to convey one resounding message. I am the hotness with a capital H. Don’t mess with me.

It was starting to get on my nerves because I was going to mess with her, and I hated the fact that I was starting to feel intimidated. I mean as far as looks, she was predictably what I expected. A doctor’s wife—classy. A handsome doctor’s wife—beautiful. I did notice one thing that I wouldn’t have guessed, not based on Greg’ s old southern money, Louisiana upbringing. Angelina wasn’t from the south. This surprised me because the southern gentlemen usually married the belles who understood them, but northern she was.

I had studied a lot of accents. She spoke that clipped English that well-to-do black folks from up north chirped in their superior, northernly way. My guess was this diva was from Jersey or Connecticut. Greg and I had never talked about it. With the exception of the few times he let me know Wednesday evenings were a good night for us to be together, because his wife taught Bible Study, he never mentioned her. The only reason I knew where to come tonight was because he’d been talking on the phone to her, and I overheard him sarcastically say something about her undying allegiance to Greater Christian. I had heard that name, Greater Christian, before, on radio advertisements. One trip to Google had me in the complete know.

I covertly tried to learn more about Mrs. Preston from Greg. A girl likes to know a little about her competition, but he was unwilling to share. That was a big why for me. Why no complaints like most married men? The complaints were what usually soothed their dogged guilt. His lack of flack about the Mrs. made me wonder how Greg soothed his. Surely he had some. I knew he wasn’t absolving it in church because he laughed when he told me he hadn’t been to church in years. “That’s my wife’s bag.” His tone was full of venom. The good doctor and Jesus had fallen out over something, so I felt sure I wouldn’ t be running into him here.

Angelina Preston was attractive, well bred, and my guess would be educated, but obviously, as my mama always told me, all that glittered wasn’t gold. Her husband was in my bed.

I let out a long sigh. I was no fool. I understood how the cheating husband thing worked. Most men didn’t leave their wives because they actually loved them or something like that. Chicks on the side, I had learned early on, fell into one or two categories. The first was what I called “something different.” This would be a woman that was completely different from the wife; usually a real freaky-deak who probably traveled with handcuffs and a portable pole. She was willing to do the things wifey had never done or didn’ t respect the Negro enough to do anymore. But she was a distraction, a way to make the man feel better about his boring home life.

The second category, and the one I preferred to be, was the new model. That was simply a younger version of the current wife. From my experience, more often than not, the younger version was more common, at least amongst the upper middle class men I spent my time with. Their wives didn’t stroke them in the right places anymore. First and foremost, the ego and then ... well, let’s say most of the married men I’d dated didn’ t think they were getting enough sex. I liked being the new model. It held more promise. After all, who was going to actually leave their wife for a freak? You couldn’t take a freak to a business dinner or a charity affair, but you could take the new model anywhere and everywhere, and that’s what I had in mind. My future.

I squinted for a better view. Now that Angelina was really close up I could see the similarity; same complexion, bone structure, height—heck, did we get our hair wrapped at the same salon? I thought, patting my shoulder length tresses. Add ten years and fifteen pounds and I was already Mrs. Gregory Preston. I clucked my teeth. I didn’t like what I saw. The woman was darn near perfect, which meant this might be more difficult than I’d originally thought. But I was up to the challenge. Nothing in life that was worth having came easy, and getting my claws into a successful surgeon like Dr. Gregory Preston would be worth whatever I had to go through, including this boring study lesson. Besides, starting over with another man was out of the question. I needed big money soon, or I was going to lose everything I had.




Chapter 2

“You know the church used to be a place you could go to get away from the world. ”Carol Wright fingered the strand of pearls that hung around her neck. The sour expression on her face made Angelina think the crème puffs she’d eaten were bad.

Angelina followed Carol’s eyes to find her staring at the young woman who had introduced herself as Rae Burns earlier. She could see what Carol found so distasteful. The dress was way too tight and much too short for anything other than a cathouse or a nightclub. Her makeup was so heavy Angelina thought if she stuck a finger in her cheek it would leave a hole. And those breasts, bad implants that stuck out from the woman’s small frame like full water balloons at a carnival shooting gallery. Still, that was no reason to stare at her like she was from Mars.

“I don’t think getting away from the world was ever the intent. ”Angelina pulled her eyes from Rae who had moved from the refreshment table that was set up at the back of the Bible Study classroom. Most of the women were avoiding her. The women at Greater Christian Life always shunned outsiders. Angelina knew that needed to change. She’d talked to them many times about welcoming others into the fold, but everyone at this church was so cliquish. That was one of the reasons the Bible Study wouldn’t grow beyond its current attendance. People flocked to the services on Sundays to hear pastor’s messages, but that was the extent of it. Once they attended a Bible Study or other ministry meeting and met with the cold reception, they didn’ t come back. She was trying to change that. At least, in her class.

“I don’t mean people shouldn’t be saved. I mean they need to assimilate. When in Rome, do as the Romans,” Carol continued. “She can’t do anything about those ridiculous boobs, but she can dress more appropriately.”

Angelina pursed her lips. “Don’t do that.”

Carol gave her a look that said, what? Then she pushed her shoulders back. “I can’t help it. When you buy them they’re no longer breasts.”

“Oh, and I suppose when you paid for your weave it was no longer hair?”

“Ha-ha.” Carol took a finger and swept back a stray strand that hadn’t moved with the rest of it. “Since you’re in a funny mood, the joke can be on you. She can be your mentee.”

Angelina’s shoulders dropped. She didn’ t have time for another project. She was busy at work and now this child death situation.

“I know it’s my turn,” Carol said, “but I don’t have the patience for all the ghetto fabulous drama.” Angelina eyed Carol suspiciously. “Besides this Mentor-a-Sister thing was your idea, so you can take the lead on that messy job.”

Angelina looked at Rae again. Carol was right. Mentor-a-Sister was one of many ideas that she’d had for the women’s group. The older women were supposed to teach the younger women. That was the scriptural reference for the project’s purpose. Others with similar purposes always ended due to lack of participation. Deep down inside Angelina knew why. The women of Greater Christian Life were a bunch of snobs. Doctorsand lawyers wives who lacked the patience for anyone who wasn’ t just like them. But she was determined that they were not going to sit around and do nothing to help other people. That’s what the church was for. She would resign her membership before she continued to worship in a house that wasn’ t relevant.

She let her eyes slide in Rae’s direction and wondered what had attracted her to Greater Christian in the first place. Angelina didn’t see a wedding band or an engagement ring. Then she remembered Rae said she was single. They didn’t often have young, single women. Not for more than one or two sessions anyway, and they’d never have any if they couldn’ t manage to keep one.

“You’re right. I’ll lead by example,” Angelina said with enthusiasm she wasn’t sure she felt. “You’ll see in no time, she’ll be all that God wants her to be.”

“You don’t have to shoot for God. If you can get her out of those tight clothes, I’ll give you twenty bucks.” Carol walked away and joined a small group of women across the room.

Angelina rolled her eyes. Somebody needed to mentor Carol. She put the cup she’d been holding to her mouth and drained it. She was tired and hungry. It had been an awful day, beginning with a call at five in the morning that one of their foster children had fallen from the landing of a staircase and broken her neck. The child was only four, and no matter how many times the social workers and supervisors tried to explain it, she couldn’t understand why they’d placed the child and her three-year-old sister in that home in the first place. There were too many accidents in the foster parentshistory.

Angelina had been on the board for four years, rising from the ranks of caseworker to supervisor to county director. Greg had pinned her inability to conceive children on the stress and aggravation from her work. Her friends agreed with solemn statements like, “That could be it, girl,” and “Maybe you should quit and see what happens. ”So she did, but not working at all was out of the question. She started Something Extra, a non-profit that raised funds to help foster children with the extras in life that foster care subsidy monies didn’t always stretch far enough to cover. That included money for Christmas presents, back–to–school clothing and supplies, cheerleading and football team fees, graduation dues, vacations; even vehicles and college scholarships when she could finagle them. She and her volunteers were busy all day every day, setting up fundraising events and begging for money to pay for them.

Angelina felt she had a special kinship with foster kids. Even though she’d grown up with her mother, she did understand the idea of not having parents. Her father had left right before her seventh birthday, and her mother worked two jobs. She was alone a lot. Even when her mother was there, she was being critical about something. Angelina knew it wasn’t the same as being completely abandoned by one’ s family, but she did know about the ache of loneliness, and it hadn’t ended with childhood. She was lonely now.

Her BlackBerry vibrated. There was a text message from the board secretary.

 



The caseworker has resigned.

 



Of course. The resignation was expected. The caseworker had done her job irresponsibly, and the threat of a civil lawsuit was looming. The deceased child’s mother, a twenty-year-old heroin addict who’d never had custody of her daughter from birth due to her active drug habit, came running into the board meeting sobbing and screaming about how the agency was going to pay for what happened to her daughter. Of course an attorney was on her heels handing her the much needed Kleenex for the show. Angelina was certain her only concern was that they pay in dollars, since she’d never attended visitation sessions with either of her daughters. And even through all her screaming during the meeting, she hadn’ t once asked for custody of her three-year-old, Katrice.

Angelina had been at the county office when they’d taken custody of Katrice from the foster parents. That baby’s big brown eyes haunted her. Tears spilled from them. She cried for Bobin, the mispronunciation of her sister, Robin’s, name and Aunt Ma, her foster mother. If her own mother would go to rehab and get clean....

She swallowed against her disgust. No point doing the if only game. That had been the downside of the job, learning how many people actually didn’t give two flips about their own children. It made Angelina sick as she thought of her own empty womb. Her hand self-consciously fell to her abdomen. That woman’s baby was dead, and she’d never given her the time of day. All Angelina could think about was how much she’d give to have a child of her own. If only ...

Now is not the time, she thought, fighting the depression that always engulfed her when she thought about children.There was a child’s death to deal with. Now she had to meet their visitor and focus on the ministry God had given her; encouraging other women. She was good at that. She took a deep breath, smoothed her hair, and walked toward Rae Burns who, to her surprise, was staring right at her.




Chapter 3

“Hi. I don’t know if you remember my name from earlier—Angelina Preston.”

I chortled as I shook her hand. I couldn’t believe my luck. Here I had been trying to think of a way to talk to Angelina, and now she was introducing herself. “A pleasure to meet you. That was a great lesson you taught.”

Now that she was closer, I could see she was a little younger than she looked from a distance. I knew Greg was forty-four. I’d stolen a look at his driver’s license. This woman couldn’ t be a day over thirty-eight. I was sure Greg told me he’d married his college sweetheart. He had lied. I was hoping for more of an age difference. After all, the younger model needed to be noticeably younger.

“Thanks. I appreciate that. I don’t always get impartial feedback. As you may be able to tell by the little clusters around the room, some of us have known each other for a long time. It’s nice to have an opinion from an ...” She paused looking for a word.

Outsider, I thought, mentally finishing her sentence; because I definitely wasn’t in with this frosty crowd.

“It’s nice to have an objective opinion.” Angelina found her word. I nodded. “So Rae, tell me when you joined the church. I don’t think I remember seeing you at the altar.”

The altar. What was she talking about? Was it a sin to come to Bible Study before you went to the altar? I’d have to Google it when I got home. “I didn’t come to the altar. I mean, I haven’t joined yet. I wanted to see what the church had to offer first.”

Angelina was unphased by my confession. She simply nodded. “Well, I hope we’ve impressed you this evening. At least enough to come back. ” She leaned forward and smiled. Her luminous, healthy hair moved like silk. She had a fine grade of hair. Chemicals and heat couldn’t do all that. I was instantly jealous of that too.

“I will.” I finished my cup of punch and tossed it in a nearby trash basket.

“Glad to hear it.” Angelina gave my forearm a friendly pat. “Since you haven’t joined the church yet, would you mind sharing your contact information with me? Maybe we could talk from time to time. I like for everyone who attends the meeting to feel welcome. I can also answer any questions you may think of later in the week.”

“Sure.” I reached into my purse, careful to get the clip of phony business cards I’d made earlier in the day that had RAE BURNS, HEALTHCARE CONSULTANT and my cell phone number printed on them. I made a mental note to change my voice mail message to one of the generic ones. It wouldn’t do for Angelina to call me and get the greeting from Samaria Jacobs, my alter ego.

I removed two cards and a pen. “That will work both ways right?” Angelina’s eyebrows rose. “I’ll share if you’ll share. ”I handed her the back of the second card and a pen.

She paused, and then walked to the refreshment table to use it as a desk. I followed. Angelina returned my card. “Please, feel free to call anytime.”

I looked at the information Angelina had shared. Then like the prize it was, I tucked it into the pocket of my handbag. “So I can call during the day? Do you work full-time?” I was dying of curiosity. “I won’t be a bother, but if I think of something ...”

“I do work, but I can usually take a phone call. Don’t hesitate,” Angelina replied. “Now let me introduce you to a few of the other women.”

No way, no thanks. “Actually, I really need to get going. ”I looked at my watch like I was checking the time. “I have a proposal to complete for a client, and it’s due first thing in the morning.”

“Okay, next time.”

I thought she looked relieved. She knew good and well those stuck up women didn’t want to meet me, and I darn sure didn’t want to meet any of them. “I’ll be going, but before I do, would you mind telling me the name of the perfume you’re wearing? You smell like an angel.”




Chapter 4

Angelina’s breath caught in her throat. Her heart raced, and even in the cool of the room, she felt perspiration break out all over her body. It always amazed her that making love with her husband still had this effect on her, even after thirteen years. After everything they’d been through.

Greg kissed her lips, slid to his side of the bed and whispered, “This is going to be a good day.”

Angelina pulled the sheet around her body and rolled on her side to face him. “I was thinking the same thing. ”But in actuality she thought, I hope I get pregnant.

“So what’s going on with that investigation?” Greg asked the question as if she hadn’t filled him in on every detail last night when they were lying in these exact same positions.

Angelina fought to keep in the wind of frustration that filled her lungs. She rolled back over to her side of the bed, picked up her BlackBerry, and pushed the power button. It was almost 6:00 A.M. She was bound to have a message from someone by now. “I told you, the stairwell was in disrepair. We shouldn’t have had a child in the home until they fixed the landing.”

Greg shook his head like it was the first time he’d heard it. She supposed it was since he apparently had not listened to a single word she’d said last night. “I don’t know how you do that work.” He reached for his own phone and turned it on.

That work. Her work. Always reduced to a bitter pill on his tongue. “It’s difficult for everyone, but someone has to or it won’t be done.”

Greg swung his legs over the side of the bed, then reached back and gave her thigh a vigorous pat. “I wonder why the someone has to be you.” He stood, walked his nude body into the bathroom, and seconds later, Angelina heard water spray in the shower.

She thought about the love they’d made and wondered how they could make music so wonderfully one moment and make war the next. Or at least it could have been war if she’d decided it was worth the fight. She threw her feet over her side of the bed and reached for her discarded nightgown and slid it back over her head. I hate him, she thought, but she knew that was a lie. She walked around to his side of the bed and picked up his underwear that lay on the floor. She didn’t hate him at all. The problem was she loved his dirty drawers. She realized she was holding them a little too tightly. Okay, not literally.

Angelina walked to the closet and dropped them in the hamper, pulled clean underwear from his bureau and a suit from the closet and laid them on the bed for him. He came out of the bathroom drying his head with a towel.

“That was quick.” She couldn’t help but acknowledge the rare three minute shower.

“I have an early procedure.”

Angelina knew she had to be careful about how she stepped into the next mine field. “Early procedures, late procedures. I never know when I can expect you to be home.”

He stopped for a few seconds and looked at her like she’d cursed at him.

“I mean, I’m trying to set something up. I called Dr. Luke yesterday. I think we should talk to him about trying again.”

Greg shook his head, picked up the underwear, and began to dress. Angelina noticed the angry vein pop out in the center of his forehead, the one that always presented itself when she bought up a topic he didn’t want to discuss.

“I don’t know if I’m ready for that yet.” Greg looked her in the eyes. “As a matter of fact, I’m sure I’m not ready.”

Angelina felt like she’d sucked in a room full of bad air. He wasn’t ready. This wasn’t the right time for the conversation, but they were here. He’d put his thoughts out there, and waiting to hear all that was on his mind was not an option. So with fear clenching her stomach with the grip of a vice, she pressed on. “It’s been two years. I’m not getting any younger. Neither are you. If we’re going to have children—”

Greg threw up a hand and silenced her. He seemed to be measuring his words. “Maybe we shouldn’t. I mean, maybe we should leave it the way it is with us.”

He couldn’t have shocked her more if he’d punched her in the face. Not have children? Where had this come from? “You wanted children, Greg. You wanted—”

“I wanted our Danielle, but now she’s gone, so I don’t know that I can really put my heart back out there to do this again. ”He picked up his towel and ran it over his damp hair like he was talking about the weather or sports.

“We can’t give up on everything we ever wanted and planned because of what happened.”

“Well, maybe what happened has changed what I want. ”He paused. His eyes bore into hers, and she was sure he could see her heart ripping in two, but it didn’t stop him. “Look, I’m running late. I’ve got to get out of here. Can you get a shirt for me?”

Angelina didn’t move. He had never said that before. Never said they shouldn’ t try. Greg walked around her frozen frame and reached into the closet for a dress shirt. He stared into her eyes when he removed it from the hanger, continued to stare as he did the final buttons, and after he pulled on his slacks and fastened his tie. Angelina had not moved. She was frozen in time by his words. He couldn’t put his heart back out there. What child had he carried for nine months and nursed for six?

Greg’s phone began to hum a familiar beep. He swiped it from his night table and shoved it into his pocket without looking at the screen. “Lena, don’t freak on me. I just think we should talk about it.”

“I’m trying to talk about it.” Her lips trembled as she spoke.

“When both of us have time.”

He came to stand in front of her, smelling like a mix of warm musk and mango shampoo. He looked like every black woman’s dream with his Adonis features, chiseled body, and perfect height. Who picks up a ringing phone without looking at? She wanted to rip the BlackBerry from his slacks and smash it into his face. “You’re beeping,” she said.

He looked confused, like he couldn’t hear the insistent chirp in the quiet of the room.

“Your phone is beeping.” She pointed at his jacket pocket. “Don’t you need to see who it is?”

“I know who it is.”

That much is true, she thought.

“It’s the hospital. My patient is probably there.”

Angelina nodded and took the kiss he placed on her cheek. He really thought she was stupid. That particular beep was not the hospital.

“Don’t hold dinner. I’ve got a long day.” He threw the words over his shoulder as he left the room. He’d been tossing them way too much.

A long day—there were too many of those lately. Late evenings, strange phone calls, special beeps on his pager. She sat on the side of the bed and let the tears she’d been holding cascade down her cheeks. Her life was a mess. Her husband was probably cheating, and now as the final act of betrayal, he wanted to take her babies.

Greg’s going to break my heart. Angelina didn’t know when the other shoe would drop, but she knew it was falling. She closed her eyes and shut out the voice in her head that said leave him now because he wasn’ t going to do it. She needed to get something out of the thirteen years she’d sacrificed in the marriage. She wouldn’t let him steal her dream of being a mother. She had lost Danielle right before she was to turn six months, and she’d accepted that. She had no choice. That had been God’ s will. Her choices were to accept it or lose her mind. But to give up what she wanted to a man who walked around in a flesh and blood suit. No way. She was going to get pregnant and Gregory Preston was not going to stop her.




Chapter 5

I pulled my BMW Z4 convertible into traffic on Hammond Drive. The perfume counter at Saks had been pretty crowded for a Thursday morning, but I’d gotten what I wanted, or at least what I needed. I hadn’t expected to run into a one day sale. All the happy little, stay-at-home moms were out today spending their husband’ s money like I would be doing one day soon. I glanced at the clock on the dashboard. I was going to be a few minutes late for my lunch with Greg, but that was a good thing. He needed to wait for me for a change, especially since I had to wait so long for him to get up the nerve to actually take me to lunch. It hadn’t come without persuasion.

“Come on, you know I can’t go out with you in public. ”Greg had protested as he moved his body higher on the pillows I’d propped behind him.

I was ready for that lame excuse. I already knew how to work around that one. “You can explain me if you have to. I’m a consultant, remember? It would be a business lunch. ”That was somewhat true. I had a consulting business, back office practice administration stuff, but it wasn’t doing well. I’d had very few clients. A nursing background wasn’t enough of a credential these days. Everyone wanted an MBA, which I’d failed miserably at getting after I’d flunked out of the advance practice nurse program. Higher, higher education wasn’ t for me.

Greg hemmed and hawed for a moment. I pulled back the sheet that covered our bodies and climbed on top of him. After leaning forward and kissing him on the forehead and then the lips, I applied the pressure. “Look, I really like you, baby, and like you said, I knew you were married before I got into this, but baby, I can’t stay cooped up in this condo every day waiting for you. I’m young. I’ve got to get out.” I played with the hair on his chest.

After a moment of the pleasure, he weakened. “Okay. We can have lunch.”

I clapped my hands victoriously and squealed.

“But no touching and acting like lovers. The last thing I need is for my wife to find out about you. I’d be finished.”

Finished indeed, I thought.

I pulled in front of Moreland’s Fine Dining. I opened the small bottle of perfume I’d purchased and covered myself in a fresh spray of the scent. It wasn’ t exactly something I would wear, but it was appealing enough, and obviously if Mrs. Preston wore it, Mr. Preston liked it. The parking attendant pulled the door open and offered me his hand. I accepted his assistance and reached in for my briefcase. I loved first class service. Nothing topped it.

I strolled into Moreland’s like I had been here a thousand times. Although I had many occasions to dine in fine restaurants with the various men I’d dated in the past, the bourgeois interior of this particular establishment took my breath away. I’d read about it in Upscale magazine and saw clips on the Fine Dining Network channel, but I’d never expected it to be so posh. A tingling sensation traveled down my spine as I made purposeful strides through the restaurant atrium. I loved when men spent money on me. It was the perfect foreplay, and most of them knew it.

“Madame, may I assist you?” A man stepped into my path. I assumed he was the maître’d judging by his snooty tone and penguin attire.

I was stunned at his swiftness. I’d almost banged right into him. I wanted to let him know how annoyed I was at how he’d cut me off mid-stride, but instead I put on my brightest smile and used my well-rehearsed business voice. “Samaria Jacobs with Jacobs Better Health. I’m dining with Dr. Preston.”

The maitre’d took a few steps to a waist high podium at his left, looked over his glasses and down his nose at the reservation log, and then back at me. I was rewarded with a crisp smile. “Yes, Dr. Preston is waiting. Allow me to show you to the table.”

We walked a short distance, turned a corner, and I spotted Greg sitting at the end of a row of round tables near a window in the rear. He was doing something with his BlackBerry and was so distracted that he hadn’t seen my approach. Which was a shame; I’d purposely worn a skirt that accentuated my long legs.

The maitre’d cleared his throat to get Greg’s attention. “Dr. Preston, Ms. Jacobs.”

Greg stood. He took my elbow and guided me to the chair across from him. The maître’d nodded and walked away. I didn’t get the kiss I was used to receiving every time he greeted me. I hadn’t expected that—not today. I took my seat and placed my briefcase in the space next to me. Greg put his tall frame back into the seat he’d risen from. I took in a breath, and my stomach did the same flip it did whenever I set eyes on him.

Greg was fine. His skin was the color of an espresso bean, but his eyes a lighter, hazel color that contrasted so much with his complexion that it almost looked eerie. His short, curly hair had a part cut in front which gave him a boyish quality that I found very sexy for a man his age. His DNA would make some beautiful babies. Of course my perfect genes would help.

I met Greg at a downtown sports bar near one of the hospitals. At first he was standoffish. I could tell Dr. Preston wasn’t interested in a woman on the side, which made him even more appealing. Then one Wednesday afternoon he came into the bar visibly upset. After much prodding, he shared that he was grieving over a young patient that died in surgery. He was vulnerable and ripe for my advances. So I pushed and got him. I’d had him for six months, but being the woman on the side wasn’ t good enough. I wasn’t getting any younger. I wanted more. I wanted financial security.

“Waiting long?” I asked, cupping my hands together on the table.

“You know exactly how long I’ve been waiting because you’re late.” Greg pushed away from the table and adjusted his tie.

“I’m worth it,” I replied, batting my eyelashes. I pulled my legs under the table and stroked his upper thigh with the tip of my shoe to remind him of why he was here in the first place.

Greg shifted in his seat, and I sensed I’d gotten my message across. I opened my briefcase and removed a small notebook computer.

“What’s that for?”

“This is a business lunch, isn’t it?” I raised an eyebrow. “I’m helping with the presentation, Doctor.”

He laughed deeply and seemed to relax instantly. “You’re something else.”

“You know it.” I winked.

Greg and I chatted a bit. I ordered the most expensive steak on the menu and started a good bottle of wine. The good doctor couldn’t drink on the job, but I managed to get him drunk with lust. I teased him more than he could bear, so after lunch, we checked into a room down the street at the J.W. Marriott Hotel. Sex hadn’ t been in the plan for today, but I figured after paying over ninety dollars for lunch, if he was willing to spend another buck and a half for a hotel room, I’d let him. After all, the whole point of the outing was to remind him that I was no cheap trick he had on the side.

Not that he wasn’t already doing things for me. He had begun giving me a small stipend a few months ago to help out with my bills. I’d let him know how much I was struggling with the new business and he, of course, was more than happy to keep my stress to a minimum. I presented a monthly invoice to his office for consulting services, and by the tenth of every month, I had a check that covered half the cost of my condo and my entire car payment. Plus there was jewelry and other little things he would buy me from time to time. But even with his help, I had a cash flow problem. My paycheck was gobbled up in student loan debt and credit card bills. The two totaled more than sixteen-hundred dollars a month. The messed up grad school attempts and extra money I borrowed from the Department of Education had me sunk. A person couldn’ t escape student loan debt, not even in bankruptcy. I’d already explored that option. My ninety thousand dollar tab to Uncle Sam’s higher education department wasn’t going anywhere.

Greg stepped out of the bathroom, freshly showered and fully dressed. “I had a great time.” He came closer to the bed. I let the sheet fall from my shoulders. He got that gleam in his eyes again and leaned forward to kiss me.

“You’re something else you know.” He pulled away. “I’ve got to go. I have to be in surgery in an hour.”

“Too bad.” I lay back on the mattress and rolled onto my stomach, revealing the rest of my banging, naked body.

“Yes, too bad. But somebody has to work around here. ”Greg leaned down and kissed me one more time on the forehead. “I’ll call you later.”

I grabbed his tie, tugged until he came closer to me and whispered, “You sure you don’t have twenty more minutes?”

He growled low and deep. “I’m certain.” He removed my hand from his tie, smiled again, and pulled on his jacket.

“Don’t forget to call me.” I worked my body deeper into the mattress.

“I won’t,” he said. “Oh, and by the way, I like the new perfume. ”He disappeared through the door.

“I bet you do.” I turned over on my back and pulled the sheet around my body. I reached for my cell phone, pushed the buttons, and waited for an answer on the other end.

“Hello, Angelina. This is Rae Burns. I was wondering if we could have a cup of coffee.”

 


 



Like a clip out of a runway fashion show, I watched as Angelina pushed the door open and glided into the Caribou Coffee Shop where I was waiting for her. The spot was almost empty, so she saw me right away. She nodded a hello, went to the counter to order something, and then joined me. I jumped up from my seat and gave her a hearty hug like I’d learned from watching the church sisters the other night. “Thanks so much for meeting me.”

“No problem. I told you, I’ve love to help if I can.”

“Most people don’t make time for strangers.”

“Actually, I have to let you in on a little secret,” Angelina replied, hanging her bag on the back of her chair. “Our women’s group has a formal mentoring program for new Christians. It’s called Mentor-a-Sister. Once a woman joins, she’ s assigned a mentor to acclimate her to the church.”

I took a sip of my latte and considered what this might mean. “That’s interesting,” I said, although I didn’t quite know how interesting it actually would be.

“It’s a good program. The person who’s assigned to mentor is a spiritually mature woman who can answer questions about the Bible or pastor’s message. We pray with each other, talk to each other—share anything that needs to be shared. It’ s kind of like a fast friendship. It really helps because people usually feel all alone when they join a new church, especially one as large as Greater Christian.”

I didn’t say anything, just moved my cup around on the table. I couldn’ t believe my luck.

Angelina continued. “It’s not meant to be intrusive. It’s strictly on an as needed basis. You call, and your mentor is there for you. You don’t want to be bothered, and I go away.”

I sat back. “By ‘I go away,’ do you mean, you? Would you be my mentor?”

“If you’d like me to be. I’m only working with one other woman right now, and she’s already made some new friends.”

Bingo. I nodded noncommittally. I didn’t want to seem too eager.

Angelina looked puzzled, and when she made the next statement I knew why. “Don’t let me scare you off. I won’t be a pest, and I can certainly assign you to someone else if you’d like.”

“I think it’s a great idea. I could use someone to talk to about spiritual stuff from time to time. ” Shoot I didn’t want to play it so cool that I lost her.

Angelina’s face relaxed. The cashier delivered her coffee. She thanked her and took a hungry sip like she needed the jolt of caffeine. “So you said you hadn’ t joined the church yet?”

“No.” I played with my cup. “I don’t think the women like me. They were pretty chilly at Bible Study.”

“Well, you can’t let other people run you off from a good church.”

I raised my cup, took a sip, and held it to my lips to buffer my statement. “There are so many snobs.”

“There’s a reason you keep coming back.”

I put my cup down and looked her in the eye. “I try to surround myself with people who are where I want to be.”

Angelina nodded. “That’s admirable.”

I shrugged. “It can be lonely too; always being the outsider. ”A beat of silence passed between us. I couldn’t believe I’d said that. “Maybe you can unofficially mentor me. Convince me it’s the right church.”

Angelina pursed her lips. She was amused, but nodded her head. “We can give it a try.”

“Okay.” I raised my cup and took a sip. “Now that we have that bit of business out of the way, let’s talk about why I asked you here. ”I returned my cup to the table, crossed my legs, and locked my hands together atop my knees. It was time to find out if this diva knew her husband was creepin. In the coolest and calmest voice I could muster, I said, “Angelina, your husband is cheating.”
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