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This book is dedicated to all my faithful readers who have
 continued to follow me through new doors.




1

Sherise Robinson wasn’t sure how long she’d been staring out the window of her Georgetown townhouse’s living room onto the street, but her baby girl, Cady, was not happy at the lack of attention and pulled on her mommy’s shorts.

“Mah!” she yelled.

Sherise broke from her trance and looked down at her fifteen-month-old sitting next to her on the sofa. She had that adorable little frown on her perfect chocolate brown face. Her tiny nose was turned up and her little lips pressed together. She was not pleased.

“Sorry, baby.” Sherise smiled and leaned down. She kissed her on the forehead.

“Play,” Cady added, handing her mother a tiny stuffed panda bear.

Sherise took the bear and did what she thought her baby wanted. She gently pressed the bear’s face against Cady’s and Cady made a kissing sound.

“Is this your baby?” she asked. “Do you love your panda baby?”

Cady nodded and giggled. She pressed a tiny squeeze ball in her hands. This wasn’t one of her toys. It was a stress ball her mother used to use when work got to her and she needed to calm down. But Little Grabby Hands, which she called Cady, had gotten her hands on it and never let it go.

Didn’t matter much, Sherise thought with a sigh. She didn’t need it anymore. Except for dealing with the adorable little handful sitting next to her, life was not terribly stressful for her anymore. Six months ago, a series of near-disastrous events urged Sherise to make the hardest decision of her life. This go-getter, who was born to compete and achieve, quit her job, turned her back on a powerful promotion on the Domestic Policy Council for the White House, and became a stay-at-home mom.

She was only twenty-eight. Her life was not over. She was still married to the man she loved, Justin Robinson, a powerful lobbyist, despite making every mistake possible that could cost a woman her husband. In fact, saving her marriage was the reason she decided to give up the career that she had often put first in her life.

Known as a relentless competitor, someone who excelled in office-place politics and games, Sherise had dreams of reaching the top of the power circles in DC. Having come from one of the worst neighborhoods on the southeast side, she fought hard against the odds to make it to assistant director of communications for the Domestic Policy Council.

Sherise had also sought out the perfect husband with great connections. Justin was a recent Georgetown law grad when she met him, but she knew he was already connected and would do wonders for her career in DC. She also knew that although she was very attracted to the tall, handsome, bookish brother, he wasn’t so overwhelming that she would lose her head when it came to him. He was trustworthy and controllable.

After having Cady, Sherise had reluctantly taken six months off, instead of the usual twelve weeks, to please Justin, who had actually wanted her to stop working altogether. Although she loved her daughter more than anything, it was torture for Sherise to be out of the loop and not in control. When she finally went back, Sherise was so caught up in the game and a chance to take over when her boss announced he was leaving, she wasn’t careful. She made a terrible mistake and fell into the bed of a sexy and powerful man, Jonah Dolan. A man who turned out to be as vindictive and hateful as he was tantalizing and seductive.

Almost getting found out was what made Sherise decide to give everything up and refocus her life on what mattered. When her friend Erica’s boyfriend, Terrell, had discovered them and threatened to expose their affair in order to extort Jonah, Sherise was reminded of how much she loved Justin and couldn’t live without him. Justin never found out, but he’d known something was wrong. He’d wanted his wife back and she’d given up everything else to be a better wife to him and a mother to their baby.

Looking down at Cady as she mumbled incoherently in a conversation with a tiny plastic pink horse, she smiled from ear to ear. She loved this little girl more than anything and couldn’t imagine depriving her of a life without a father. That was the life that Sherise had and she didn’t want that for her baby. Justin loved Cady and Cady needed him.

Yes, it was true that Cady might not even be his. Jonah wasn’t Sherise’s first infidelity. She had allowed herself to get too close to Ryan Hodgkins, a successful architect. She had been trying to make her way into the black elite social circles, but had found herself unable to fight her attraction to this married man. They’d spent one night together before Sherise came to her senses and ended it. She found out she was pregnant a month later, but had always been too afraid to find out if Ryan was Cady’s father.

But things were worse now. After six months of trying for a second baby, something she and Justin wanted very much, she wasn’t pregnant and Sherise was beginning to wonder if Justin could even get her pregnant. It broke her heart, but with every month that passed with no pregnancy, Sherise was becoming more convinced that Cady might not be Justin’s, and she was afraid of what would come out if Justin started to suspect as well.

This was all made worse by the fact that Justin was starting to get so disillusioned with the whole situation that he wasn’t initiating sex the way he used to. It was as if he was losing interest in her, and that was a foreign concept to Sherise. She was an exceptionally beautiful woman by anyone’s standards.

A little taller than the average woman, but not too tall, she was a stunner. She had flawless, golden caramel skin, silky dark brown hair that went a couple of inches below her shoulders, high cheekbones, full, sultry lips, and piercing green eyes. She was fit and trim, but had killer curves that made her look incredible in the expensive designer clothes she always wore. Everywhere Sherise went, women and men looked . . . more than once. Most men wanted her and most women hated her for it.

She had always been able to control Justin and he could not resist her. The problem was that after being out of the career game for so long, Sherise was losing interest in most things, except her daughter, so she wasn’t sure if she was the reason their sex life was cooling down, or him.

“Dooce!” Cady yelled. She squeezed her fingers together and smiled up at her mother with those large eyes that always got her what she wanted.

“No juice,” Sherise said. “Too much sugar. Water?”

Cady pouted, seeming to understand that she wasn’t getting any juice. She folded her tiny arms across her chest, looking almost edible in her little pink and white polka-dot dress. But Sherise wasn’t going to give in. She wanted only the best for her daughter and that didn’t just mean healthy food and drinks. She wanted a life for her daughter that included a happily married mother and father.

She had to figure out how to get pregnant. Sherise had spent a lot of time in the last six months convincing herself that if she got pregnant she wouldn’t miss the world of power brokers and fast-paced deal making. She would have a baby to take care of and another to plan for. Eventually, she would go back to work, but in the meantime, two babies would keep her more than busy and satisfied. At least that was what she tried to convince herself of. It wasn’t really working.

 



“So sorry. So sorry.” Jackson Snow apologized to the other two people at his lunch table at Birch & Barley restaurant on Fourteenth Street just as he got off the phone. He placed it on the table next to him and looked across the pan-roasted fish and Yukon potatoes in parmesan broth. “So where were we?”

Thirty-year-old petite and adorable Billie Carter, formerly Billie Hass, wasn’t really sure how to answer that. They had barely been able to get through a conversation, with Jackson answering the phone every five minutes. It wasn’t a surprise. This was a lawyer’s life, and being a newly minted partner at their firm, Jackson was smart to never pass on a phone call. It was a double standard, because if either she or her fellow associate, Richard Nelson, interrupted him to take a phone call, it would not be looked upon kindly.

“You were congratulating Billie on her work on the Bosley case,” Richard interjected. Richard, who went by Ricardo in his private life, was a young, handsome Hispanic man who was always impeccably dressed. His rigid professional demeanor hid the ultraliberal interior that Billie had come to appreciate so much.

He looked at Billie and winked. He knew it would have been awkward for her to remind Jackson to continue praising her, so he did it for her. She would do that for him. He was the only person at their large law firm that she could trust, although she hadn’t really tried hard to give others a chance.

Reeling from a divorce that left her in a bad financial state, Billie had to leave her position at the public defender’s office and her dream of fighting for the voiceless against a powerful system and transition to a big law firm where most of her clients were the people she had built a career fighting against. She needed the money, so she decided to swallow her pride and take the high-paying associate position, hoping that one day she could be in a position to go back to doing what she loved.

It hadn’t been the easiest of transitions, especially considering all of the distractions she had, including her ex-husband having one of the paralegals spy on her, but Billie hunkered down and did her best. Richard, whom she shared an office with, had helped her navigate the office politics and deal with the moral ambiguity of what she had to do at times. There was a short moment when he had tried to flash those Latin charms on her, but they had both thought better of it. It was a good idea. As friends, they had both been able to help each other focus on their jobs without any distractions. It was paying off.

“Yes,” Jackson said as he reached for a fork. After stuffing a bit of fish in his mouth, he pointed at Billie with a smile across his generous face. “I don’t give credit just for the sake of looking like a good guy. You made me look good on this case. The client is very pleased with the settlement. We avoided all kinds of embarrassment for them.”

Billie smiled even though she wasn’t so sure that was a compliment. Their client’s product hurt a little boy. In a previous life, their embarrassment was the least of what she would have expected. But this was the law and her job was to protect her client to the best of her ability. A settlement that included a nondisclosure agreement saved them millions of dollars and preserved their reputation with time to remove the chance that anyone else would ever get hurt was a win.

“I’m sure we’ve secured their business for the future,” Billie said with a smile. “I’m glad I could contribute.”

“Oh, you did more than that.” Jackson looked around and waved to someone in the distance. “That guy over there, he’s an asshole, but his wife is cheating on him, so it’s all good.”

Richard laughed along with Jackson, but Billie only forced a half smile. As someone who had her marriage destroyed by infidelity, she didn’t really get the joke.

“You,” Jackson said, returning his attention to Billie. “You got a good mention at this morning’s partner meeting.”

“That is good to hear, sir,” Billie said.

She had been planning for this. She felt now was the best time to ask for what she wanted, to ask for one of the reasons she chose this firm over the others she could have gone to.

“Actually, I was wondering if . . .”

“You know who else was mentioned?” Jackson asked. “Your husband, Porter.”

Billie sighed. “Porter Hass is my ex-husband, Jackson. Ex.”

“Oh, yeah.” He nodded. “That’s what I meant. He should have made partner by now, so some people were wondering if he was gonna move on.”

“I wouldn’t know,” Billie said.

She hated talking about Porter, but he was one of the most talked about financial lawyers in DC, and more than a few people at her firm were fans of his. She always managed to cut any questions about him short, but that didn’t stop them from popping back up every now and then. They were divorced for a year now and she wished that people would let it go.

The truth was, she was the reason Porter hadn’t made partner this year, but it was too long and embarrassing a story to ever tell anyone. Despite their divorce, his decision to move his mistress in with him, and using his daughter as a tool to control Billie, she couldn’t get him out of her life. He even threatened to ruin her career if she cut him off from her bed. But with the help of her friends, Sherise and Erica, Billie finally turned the tables on Porter and put him in his place.

With Sherise using her influence on Jonah, some powerful strings were pulled that put Porter in a bad light at his firm. While the last soft spot Billie held for him urged her to save his career, it did push his progress back a year and gave Billie the courage to get over Porter once and for all.

But she would never tell anyone that. No one knew what had happened except her, the girls, and Jonah Dolan, and hopefully no one else ever would. Billie was still dealing with the guilt, never one to take the underhanded route, but she knew that she had to get Porter out of her life if she was ever going to have a life of her own.

Her progress since had been slow, but she was hopeful.

“I was hoping I could ask for a pro—”

“I know what you want,” Jackson interrupted her. “And I think you’ve earned it.”

“Billie is getting a pro bono case?” Richard asked, smiling proudly at her.

Jackson nodded. “It’s about time, don’t ya think?”

“Yes,” she said. “I do. I’m—”

“No problem,” he said. “I’ll have Allison give you the file when we get back. Look it’s . . .”

He jumped up from his seat to greet an older man walking by in a suit that had to cost at least five thousand dollars. The older man barely acknowledged him, but Jackson, the ever-eager networker, returned to his seat with a smile of pure joy and accomplishment.

Billie smiled, thinking that Sherise would like this guy. He was a lot like her; at least how she used to be. “You were saying?”

Jackson took a moment to focus before adding, “Yes, the case is some guy who . . . I don’t know . . . He runs a homeless shelter or something and got hit with some violations that he needs to fight.”

Billie’s eyes widened with anticipation. She was excited. Finally, she could get a taste of the life she used to have, fighting the power. At one point, she was going to ride that life to political office. Now, she wasn’t so sure where she could go with it, but this news warmed her heart. She was going to do more than get paid to do her job. She was about to do some good.

 



Twenty-six-year-old Erica Kent was rushing like mad through the communications department of the Pentagon building. The director, whom she worked for as an assistant, had a press conference in ten minutes and had just demanded several changes to the release that would accompany the conference. The job had been slapped on her desk and she typed at her computer as fast and furiously as she could. She made sure not to make a mistake because she had made one before—a spelling error that caused the director to accidentally mispronounce a word. After being yelled at for an hour, Erica learned her lesson fast. No more mistakes.

Rushing over to the printer, she leaned over the machine, waiting for the release to print out perfectly on letterhead. She caught a glimpse of herself in the window’s reflection. You could tell she’d had a hectic day. While her fair skin still looked fresh and vibrant, her large brown eyes look tired with dark circles underneath. Her natural curly, auburn hair was going in several directions. She raised her hand to smooth it out a little, but the first copy was printing and she forgot all about herself. She snatched it and read furiously as she rushed back to her desk.

“Erica!”

The familiar voice of the director’s main assistant, Jo Lemmons, got on Erica’s nerve, but she was ready for her.

“Is it ready?” she asked, more in the tone of a demand, as she reached Erica’s desk. “Now.”

“It is,” Erica said confidently as she handed the press release to her. “I’ll print off twenty-five copies right—”

“Fifty,” Jo said. She turned to leave, before turning back. “Bring them to the conference room ASAP. And if there is a mistake . . .”

“There are no mistakes!” Erica yelled after her as she rushed down the hallway.

In less than a minute after printing, Erica had delivered the press releases and returned to her desk. Her healthy, curvy frame made a thud as she fell back in her seat, sighing. She wanted to rest, needed to rest, but knew she had to e-mail tons of copies of those releases out.

She had been in this job for almost six months and it wasn’t getting easier. She knew she’d rather things be crazy than boring, but sometimes she was just so exhausted. At least she had tonight with her girls to look forward to.

Leaning forward on her desk, Erica noticed something new. Despite the madness that this department was, she always kept her desk orderly. It was essential to her staying focused and not getting tripped up. A neat desk was an error-free desk. But now there was a little off-white envelope laying in the middle of her desk with her name written on it in cursive. It hadn’t been there before she left, so someone had placed it there in just the few minutes she had run to deliver the releases.

Erica looked around. No one was paying attention to her. Everyone who wasn’t at the press conference was focused on their work. She had worked at the Pentagon in Arlington, Virginia, for years in different departments, and this was the most professional one she’d ever been in. Usually, the assistants would gossip and take coffee breaks to give them a rest from their demanding directors, but not this group. Everyone was all work, all the time. Erica actually preferred it this way. She didn’t want to be all up in people’s business and she didn’t like people all up in hers. Especially considering the secrets she had.

Erica opened the envelope and noticed the handwriting looked familiar.

Jonah would like to have lunch with you in his office tomorrow.

—Jenna

 



Jenna was the main assistant to Jonah Dolan, the deputy assistant secretary of defense. He was also the man who, just six months ago, Erica found out was her father. It had been a disaster.

Erica had been happy with her life. She was dating Terrell Nicolli, her boyfriend of four years. He had proposed to her the same day she’d found out she was getting a new job with Dolan’s office. Dolan was a powerful and influential man, one that many people thought could be president if he wanted to.

Erica never suspected Jonah was her father. She had been told by her mother that her father was an absent man in the lives of her and her brother, Nate. She had seen the man once, whom she knew now to be only Nate’s father. Her mother died from cancer when Erica was only nineteen years old and Nate was twelve. She had been struggling ever since, but was making a life for herself and Nate, and eventually Terrell. The position in Jonah’s office was more money and a great opportunity for her future.

Jonah was too nice to her from day one and he seemed to like her very much. At first she thought he might have some sexual interest in her, but he made it clear that was not the case early on. But his interest in her future and his disapproval of Terrell in her life still seemed a bit too personal, especially for someone like Erica, who had problems trusting others.

Terrell, angry at Jonah’s attempts to cut him out of Erica’s life, was the first to find out that Jonah was Erica’s father. He’d found out that Jonah and Erica’s mother had a brief affair the summer before Jonah left for the military. They had not kept in touch. Earlier that year, Jonah had found out about Erica and made an attempt to bring her into his life without letting on who she was to him. Only his wife, a cold woman named Juliet, knew and she demanded that Jonah keep this relationship a secret.

Erica’s heart was broken when she found out that Terrell had gone back to his old ways of hustling any chance he got when he tried to blackmail Jonah over his affair with Sherise. This led to the discovery of Jonah’s real relationship with Erica. Erica was dismayed and beyond upset when she realized that Jonah wanted to keep her a secret as if she were something to be ashamed of. Not to mention, he had threatened both Terrell and Sherise with unspeakable acts if they told the truth.

She wanted nothing to do with him, but he continued to reach out to her. She quit her job immediately. Jonah had not allowed her resignation to be formally entered and had her instead transferred to another department, the communications department. Erica didn’t want to accept, but because of her financial situation now that Terrell was not going half in on their rent and expenses, and the realities of the tough job market, she agreed to take the position on the condition that Jonah leave her alone and not do another thing for her ever again.

He agreed, but immediately started to try to reconnect with her. She didn’t want to hear it. She had broken off her engagement with Terrell and was alone again. She had only Sherise and Billie to confide in. She threatened to tell the media that she was Jonah’s daughter if he didn’t leave her alone, and for a while that had worked. But lately, Jonah was trying to reach out to her again. This was the second lunch invitation she’d gotten in the last week.

“Fuck off,” she said under her breath as she ripped the invitation up and tossed it in the garbage.

She was just trying to get her life back on track. She was letting Terrell back into it one step at a time, and now Nate was giving her problems. The last thing she needed or wanted was to play an active role in being Jonah’s little shameful secret.
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Sherise was in a good mood. She was on her way to her favorite nightclub for a drink with her girls. Most importantly, she was out of the house and she needed to be out of the house. Justin was watching Cady and she would be back soon, but having a drink with her girls made her feel like things used to be when they were all three career women discussing their jobs, their men, their lives.

She had just stepped out of the cab when she heard her name being called. Expecting to see Billie or Erica, she was surprised to see Ameena Nixon. Ameena Nixon was a member of some of the most powerful social circles of DC. Thirty years old and Ivy League educated, she was a lobbyist like Justin. A native of Oklahoma, she worked for the powerful agriculture conglomerate and had married a rich corn-oil executive, had two kids right away, promptly divorced him, and was living well off her divorce settlement. Last Sherise had heard, she had a twenty-five-year-old Cuban boy toy helping her spend her ex’s money.

“Sherise Robinson?” Ameena rushed toward her. “What a surprise!”

Ameena looked attractive in a fitted dark gray midthigh dress with black lace trimmings at the neck and around the waist. Still, Sherise knew she looked better in her Rachel Zoe brown and white print dress. She looked better than most women, which was why they usually avoided her. At least they used to when she not only looked better, but was more successful. Now that she wasn’t a career woman, Sherise had fallen in stature amongst the DC power set, where the rule was that if a woman wanted to be considered top tier, she had to have a family and career.

“Ameena!” Sherise could see the look of condescension on Ameena’s face before she air-kissed both her cheeks. “So nice to see you.”

“I had thought you’d fallen off the face of the earth,” Ameena said with a saccharine smile.

Sherise kept her sweetest smile despite the obvious dig. “No, I’m just as around as I’ve ever been. What about you?”

“Really?” Ameena feigned confusion. “I haven’t seen you at any recent events. I would have noticed you.”

It was true that Sherise hadn’t been to as many social events as she usually was. She had gotten tired of being asked what she did or where she’d been. She’d gotten sick of hearing of all the big projects and exciting things people were doing. Politics were like a drug, and it was no fun being the only sober person around a bunch of users.

“Life has kept me busy,” Sherise said. “I’ve been dipping my hands in a lot of different pies.”

Ameena looked as if she didn’t believe it for a second. “Well, I know being a mama is taxing work. I have two and they kill me.”

“I know.” Sherise knew that Ameena was rubbing it in. She was letting her know that she can have the career and two kids, but Sherise could only manage one kid. But all wasn’t lost. “I don’t know what I’d do without my husband. Husbands are life savers, don’t you . . . Oh, never mind.”

Ameena’s expression temporarily went flat at the dig. “They can be a great help, if you need help. Obviously you do, so it’s worked out great for you.”

“Everything has,” Sherise said. “I’m really happy.”

“You look happy,” Ameena responded with a biting tone. “Well, I have to be heading out. I’ve got a cocktail hour at the Capital Hilton. Those foreign dignitaries don’t like to be kept waiting.”

“Have fun,” Sherise said, ending that with “bitch” in her head.

Ameena took only a few steps before turning back. “You know, in case you’re interested in staying relevant, the Breast Cancer Ball at the White House this October is probably looking for some volunteers. You do have time for charity, don’t you? That’s a big housewives thing, right?”

Sherise gritted her teeth. “I’ve already been asked about that. I don’t think I’ll have time. I’m so busy with other things.”

“Of course you are.” Ameena smiled one last time. “Enjoy your evening.”

If looks could kill, Ameena Nixon would be dead from the daggers in Sherise’s eyes as she watched her walk away. “Fuck that bitch.”

Was this what her life in DC was going to be? Constantly running into the movers and shakers that made her feel inadequate and useless. She hated feeling old and unwanted at twenty-eight. This was wrong. It wasn’t working. She had to do something.

 



Billie looked down at her watch. Of course both of them were late. She was the only one who was on time, and she was the one with the least amount of time available. She had already turned down two offers to dance, wondering who these fools were that wanted to dance at a club at seven P.M. Besides, none of these boys looked a day over twenty-one. As long as she looked like a single girl at the club alone, she was going to be a prime target for every loser in the place.

“Hello.”

Billie sighed as she turned around, ready to turn down another poor boy. That was until she realized who was standing beside her.

“Porter, what are you doing here?”

Porter Hass looked like a handsome model one might find on the cover of a men’s magazine. He was always sharply dressed, and his hair was always trimmed tightly to his head. He was six feet tall, but his deep voice gave him a presence that made him seem taller. He had milk chocolate skin and a finely shaven goatee surrounding his full lips. His most compelling feature was his black, mesmerizing eyes that, at the moment, bore into Billie, making her feel like he was looking inside of her. Billie hadn’t seen him in a couple of months and she was instantly reminded of how attractive he was. Damn him.

“This is my club,” he answered, helping himself to the seat next to her at the little corner table she had acquired.

“Your club?” she asked with a tilt of her head.

“I’m the one who introduced you to this place.”

He looked her up and down, noticing her hair, cut short to her head, was sleek and sexy and her glowing dark chocolate skin was flattered by the peach color of her maxi dress.

“You look great, Billie.”

“Porter, I’m waiting for Sherise and Erica. If you know what’s good for you, you’ll leave now.”

“I just wanted to say hello.” He softened his voice. “It would be rude not to.”

“Okay,” she said. “You said hello and I’m saying hello back. Now go.”

He shook his head, waving away a waitress that came to take his drink order. “Damn, Billie. You’re so cold. You used to be so . . .”

“Nice? Sweet? Kind? Yeah, all those things you used to take advantage of to keep me falling into your bed even though you cheated on me.”

Porter frowned. “You made your own choices, Billie.”

Billie couldn’t completely disagree with that. When she had found out that Porter was having an affair with a twenty-three-year-old blond associate at his firm, Claire, she made the choice to end their marriage. He begged her for another chance, but she wasn’t hearing it. Even though she had been ignoring it, they had been having problems for some time before that.

When they’d first met in law school, they both had the same goal. Coming from poor backgrounds, they wanted to fight power and be a voice for the voiceless. When Porter let himself get seduced by the power of money and influence, he changed teams, and he and Billie had clashed often about that. But she had always been willing to work on it because she loved him and she loved his teenaged daughter, Tara. But Claire was something she could not get past.

While Billie tried to be civil and fair, Porter used dirty-handed tricks and all the influence he had to get the advantage in the divorce. Despite all of that, even after he slapped her in the face by allowing Claire to move in with him as his official girlfriend, Billie hadn’t been able to resist Porter’s seductions. Their sex life had been amazing from day one, and although she tried over and over again, when he came to her, they almost always ended up in bed. He had tried to keep her in his life—have his cake and eat it, too. He even used her affection for Tara to keep her in his bed. But finally, she had broken free of his hold.

She could look at him now and find him attractive, but not want him. It was a victorious feeling even though she still regretted that their marriage hadn’t worked. But she knew she’d made the right choice. Billie didn’t believe a marriage could exist without trust, and she did not believe Porter would never cheat on her again.

“I miss you,” he said. “I know you miss me.”

“I don’t,” she answered bluntly.

Porter frowned again. “You know, I’m the one who should be angry here. You damn near destroyed my life last year.”

Billie could only laugh. “You got what you deserved. All your threats and games led to that. It’s so like you to play the victim. Just go away, Porter.”

“Look, I’m not mad at you,” he said. “I forgive you.”

Billie rolled her eyes. This man.

“I want us to move on,” he said. “It would be best for Tara if—”

Billie leaned forward so quick she startled him. She pointed her finger in his face. “What did I tell you? I told you to never, ever use her against me again. I could still harm your career, Porter. I have enough dirt on you to get you disbarred.”

“I broke up with Claire.”

This was unexpected enough to catch Billie off guard. This was news. Did she care? No? Yes? What should she feel? When she’d found out that Claire had moved in with him, Billie was livid. When she’d thought that he was going to marry Claire, Billie lost her head and almost got arrested after attacking Claire. But now, it was over? Was that even true?

“It doesn’t matter,” she said, leaning back in her chair.

She smiled, realizing this was the truth. She wouldn’t lie and say she wasn’t happy that Claire wasn’t going to get to keep him, but, no, she didn’t care.

“How can you say that?” Porter asked, seeming hurt by her reaction.

“I just did,” Billie said. “It is over between us, Porter. It has nothing to do with Claire or anything else.”

“I don’t believe that. I can’t. You aren’t over me and I’m not—”

“Your arrogance is disgusting,” Billie said. “Porter, I think you need to know something.”

“What?” He scooted closer in his chair with an eager smile.

“I’ve started the process to legally change my name back to Carter.” She waited as his expression changed from bewilderment to anger to hurt. “Sorry, but you need to know that I’ve been using Carter professionally for a while, and legally it—”

“You made a name for yourself in the legal profession as Billie Hass,” he said, his frustration visibly building. “If you change it . . .”

“I haven’t been a lawyer that long,” she said. “I think it’s important I take my name back. We weren’t married very long and—”

“It’s Tara’s name,” he interrupted. “You’re her . . . You’re like her mother.”

This made Billie pause for a second, but she quickly composed herself. “Tara is the only reason I’ve kept the name this long, but I have to do this. I am doing it. You know now.”

Porter looked like a little boy who had just been scolded. He looked as if he wanted to speak, but had nothing to say. This was a first.

“What in the fuck are you doing here?” Sherise asked the second she showed up. She was looking down at Porter as if she was two seconds from kicking him out of that chair.

Porter sighed and rolled his eyes. “I’m having a private conversation with—”

“No, you’re not,” Billie said. “Good-bye, Porter. I warned you she was coming.”

“I’m not afraid of Sherise,” he said, standing up.

“But I see your bitch ass is leaving, isn’t it?” she asked, placing a sassy hand on her hip.

“Fuck you, Sherise.” Porter’s expression of disgust turned to pain as he looked from Sherise to Billie. “We need to talk later.”

“No, you don’t,” Sherise said.

“Shut up,” he snapped at her, but Sherise just laughed in response, making him angrier.

He stormed off and Billie felt herself sigh in relief.

“What was he doing here?” Sherise asked.

“It’s a public place,” Billie said. “Just ignore him.”

Sherise sat down next to Billie and studied her face. “Are you okay?”

Billie smiled and nodded. “I told him about my name change.”

“Let me guess,” she said. “He tried to talk you out of it.”

Billie nodded. “He even tried to use Tara, as usual.”

“You shut him down?” Sherise smiled, hitting Billie in the arm. “Look at you, girl. I’m so proud. Our little girl is all grown up and busting balls.”
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Erica was just a few seconds from the front door to the club when her phone rang. Looking down at the phone, she saw that it was Terrell and, with a smile, she picked it up.

“Where you at, girl?” he asked.

“I’m on my way to meet my girls.” Erica moved to the edge of the sidewalk away from the crowd. “What about you?”

“I’m doing what I’m always doing,” he answered. “Making that money. I’m waiting for some clients to come down from their place. I’m taking them to the Kennedy Center.”

Terrell Nicolli was Erica’s ex-fiancé, a boy she had met when she was just twenty-one years old. She was working hard, trying to be a mom to her brother, Nate, so she had little time for a man in her life. But Terrell was persistent. He was a hustler from the southeast side of town nearby where Erica had grown up. When they’d first met, he was dangerous and sexy, but as Erica matured, she wanted something more stable and legit. Terrell loved her enough to go on the straight and narrow, and she responded to this life change with her devoted love.

He had moved up from cleaning cars for Destin Limousine Services to driving them. Over the four years they were together, he occasionally fell into some old habits, looking for ways to make a quick buck. Erica had forgiven him the times she’d found out, but most times he was able to keep it from her. When they got engaged, Erica thought their worst days were behind them. When she found out that he was intending to blackmail Jonah over his affair with Sherise, Erica just couldn’t find it in her heart to forgive. Sherise was her best friend, more like a sister to her, and he was willing to destroy her life for an extra buck, not to mention ruin Erica’s career at the Defense Department.

She believed him when he told her he was sorry, and she appreciated what he’d found out about Jonah being her father, but there was no way she could marry him. He begged her to reconsider, but she was too preoccupied with the shock of finding out Jonah was her father to try to work it out with him.

Terrell never gave up, but tried to give Erica her space. He would still text her or e-mail her from time to time. She rarely responded. Thinking of him made her think of all the bad things that were happening in her life. He would ask if he could call. At first she told him no, but after a couple of months, she agreed to let him call. When he would, they would talk, she would pick a fight, but he wouldn’t get angry. He knew she was testing him and he learned how to pass every test.

When Erica finally agreed to start seeing him again, there was a part of her that knew this was inevitable. She had put a lot of years into her relationship with Terrell, and she believed he loved her. As her anger over the situation with Jonah began to subside, she found her heart wanting to forgive him. She missed him and the familiar warmth his touch gave her.

“You gonna tell them about us?” he asked.

“Is that what you called me for?” Erica asked back.

Even though they had gone out on a few dates and even kissed, Erica had not told Sherise and Billie about it. It was very rare that they kept secrets from each other, no matter what the consequences, but something told Erica her reawakening relationship with Terrell should be kept between the two of them while it was still so tenuous.

“You know what Sherise’s stuck-up ass is gonna say,” Terrell said.

“Considering what you almost did to her,” Erica started, but caught herself. There was no need to rehash the past. “I’m thinking about it.”

“You know”—there was a heavy sigh on the other end of the line—“I’ve wanted to try and make it up to Sherise, but you kept telling me to stay away from her.”

“I know what I’m doing,” Erica said. “Sherise holds grudges . . . forever. Besides, you need to focus all your energy on my forgiveness, not hers.”

“I’m trying, baby.” He laughed. “If you let me, I can remind you of how convincing my apologies can be.”

“Slow your roll,” she said as she reached the door to the club.

They’d shared their first post-breakup passionate kiss only a couple of weeks ago. Their kisses had grown even more intense since then. Terrell had been eager to take their relationship back into the bedroom, but Erica wasn’t having it.

“You have to win my heart the old-fashioned way,” she said.

“Baby, ain’t nothing more old fashioned than a man and woman making love.”

“I’m not ready yet, Terrell.”

Erica didn’t want good sex—or great sex, as it would be more accurately described with Terrell—clouding her mind. She was as horny as she’d ever been in her life, but she had to keep her head on straight.

“Yet?” he asked, excited. “That means it will happen and that’s all I care about. I love you, baby.”

“I have to go,” she said, warming at the sound of his last words, but being honest with herself in knowing that they weren’t enough.

 



“Hello, ladies,” Erica said as she approached the table where Sherise and Billie were sitting, already starting on their cosmopolitans.

“What is that smile for?” Sherise asked, curious. Erica’s attitude had been pretty stinky for months now so this smile was new.

“Smile?” Erica shrugged her shoulders as she sat down and tossed her purse underneath the table. “I’m just happy to see my girls after a hard day’s work.”

“Bullshit,” Sherise said, leaning forward. “You got some?”

“Sherise.” Billie hit Sherise on the arm, laughing.

“No,” Erica said, even though she couldn’t help but smile. “I’m not even thinking about sex right now.”

“I call bullshit again.” Sherise leaned back in her chair and took a sip of her drink. “Every hot-blooded woman is thinking about sex at the club. Especially Billie.”

Billie, mid-sip, almost spit out her drink. “When did this come around to me? I’m minding my own business.”

“I’m starting to get worried about you.” Sherise analyzed her friend, looking her up and down. “I’m afraid your business is gonna heal over.”

“Hymens don’t reform,” Billie said. “We’ve been over this. Also, six months is not that long to go without sex. You married people forget that.”

“You haven’t had sex in six months?” Erica asked.

Billie shrank in the seat. Erica had practically yelled the question to be heard over the increasingly loud club just as an attractive male waiter came to their table. He was the only person who looked more uncomfortable than her.

“Should I come back?” he asked nervously.

Sherise was laughing while Billie covered her face with her hand.

“No.” Erica leaned over to him. “I’ll have an amaretto sour.”

“Okay.” He smiled back before turning to Billie. “Six months isn’t that long, even though you are about the finest woman in this club.”

“Excuse me?” Sherise asked.

Billie smiled, not as embarrassed as she had been only a second ago. It wasn’t often that she didn’t feel overshadowed by Sherise.

“Thank you,” she said politely with a flirtatious smile.

“So, are you interested in helping her out?” Sherise asked, looking the waiter up and down.

He looked at Sherise with an amused smile. “Me?”

“Sherise!” Billie warned. “She’s just kidding. Don’t—”

“No, I’m not,” Sherise said. “She doesn’t have the balls to get back in the saddle on her own, so I’m helping her out. You interested?”

“More like pimping her out,” Erica said. “Leave him alone.”

“I would be,” he answered. “If I was into girls.”

“No,” Sherise said. “I have excellent gaydar and you are not gay.”

“As a bird,” he said. “We’re not all fabulous, you know.”

As he walked away, all three girls burst into laughter.

“Why are we laughing?” Sherise asked. “Men like him get women into all kinds of trouble. You could’ve wasted your whole night flirting with him. Needs a damn stamp on his forehead.”

“I wouldn’t have been flirting with him,” Billie said. “He’s not my type.”

“He has a dick,” Sherise said. “That needs to be your type right now. Seriously, Billie, this thing you have with needing a relationship to have sex with someone is ridiculous.”

“Don’t get us wrong,” Erica said. “We are both beyond happy and proud that you aren’t falling into bed with Porter anymore, but that wasn’t the only step in getting on with your life. You have to actually get on with it.”

“That means getting on someone else,” Sherise added. “Or under them.”

“You’re right,” Billie said.

Sherise looked shocked. “Really? No more fighting me with waste-of-time pious arguments against casual sex?”

The truth was, Billie was horny beyond words. She was lonely and frustrated, and being a thirty-year-old single black woman in DC, she wasn’t going to get anywhere just waiting around for someone to show up.

“So what do I do?” she asked. She hadn’t dated since meeting Porter in law school.

“I got this,” Sherise said. “I know all the single, straight men in DC and—”

“Are you sure?” Erica asked, nodding toward their waiter, who was standing at the bar talking to the bartender.

“Shut up,” Sherise snapped. “I will find you a man, Billie.”

“Just be open,” Erica said. “Make eye contact with the guys here. If one comes up and asks you to dance, say yes.”

“I’m not gonna meet my next boyfriend in a club,” Billie said. “No way.”

“Just a dance,” Erica said. “You don’t want to go home with anyone here.”

“She doesn’t?” Sherise asked.

“No,” Erica answered, “but you want to flirt. You want to get that mojo going again. You trust me, don’t you?”

She did. Billie trusted Erica and Sherise more than anyone else in this world. They were more than her best friends. They were her sisters. Their life together despite being different ages, growing up on the same block, in the same neighborhood in southeast hadn’t been easy, but together they made memories to last forever and formed a pact, a promise to be there for each other and make a success out of their lives even though the world was telling them they weren’t meant to.

They faced a lot of challenges as children, watching other girls and boys around them get lost in a system that was setting them up to fail. They knew there was a better life and they knew they would need each other to get through it. That meant focusing on their education, no getting in trouble, no drugs, and no getting pregnant.

It was harder on some of them than others. Neither Erica nor Sherise had a father around. Billie’s father had been around until he was sent to prison for a crime he didn’t commit. Sherise’s mother didn’t care about her, but both Erica and Billie had loving mothers until they lost both women to cancer.

In the end, it was the three of them that picked each other up when setbacks knocked them down, and they kept each other focused on having a better life than the one they started with.

“I trust you.” Billie pointed to Erica but turned to Sherise with a scornful stare. “But not you.”

Sherise rolled her eyes to signal how little that mattered to her. “I always only do what is best for you, and getting some non-Porter booty is what is best for you right now.”

“What about you?” Billie asked, eager to take the focus off her sex life.

Sherise knew what she meant, but smiled with an evil grin. “All my booty is Porter-free. Always has been and always will be.”

“Amen,” Erica added as she felt her cell phone vibrate in her pocket.

“You know what I’m talking about,” Billie said.

Sherise hadn’t always stuck to their promise to tell each other everything. While she had told them about her flirtation with Ryan Hodgkins, even going so far as to confess she had kissed him passionately, Sherise had never told them she actually slept with Ryan. Both girls encouraged her to stop seeing him immediately and she’d told them that she had. Of course, she hadn’t.

When she’d found out she was pregnant, she told herself that, for Cady’s sake, she was going to take her night with Ryan to the grave. After all, she could be Justin’s, and even telling the girls, despite their vow to keep each other’s secrets, even the slightest chance it could get out and ruin her marriage—Cady’s chance to have her parents raise her together—was not worth it.

She had told them everything about her affair with Jonah Dolan because she had no choice. The affair was merging into their lives and she needed her girls to help her deal with the mess she had gotten in. Unlike Ryan, Jonah wasn’t willing to let her go at first. Now, with her attempts to get pregnant not working out and her sex life with Justin losing its steam, Billie and Erica were the only two people she could talk to about it.

“Don’t get me started,” Sherise said.

“Isn’t that the problem?” Billie asked, laughing. “He’s not getting you started.”

Sherise’s eyes turned slits as she glared at Billie. “Ha, ha. You’re so funny. You know we’re only having sex like once a week now.”

“That isn’t bad for a lot of married couples,” Erica said as she read the message from Terrell telling her how he was looking forward to their dinner tomorrow night. “That’s what I hear at least.”

“It’s bad for us,” Sherise said. “And it’s bad for anyone trying to have a baby. I’ll be ovulating in a few days.”

“It’s your anger,” Billie said. “You resent him for having to quit your job and it’s keeping you from really committing to having this baby.”

While Sherise didn’t doubt the underlying premise of Billie’s words, she doubted a little resentment could prevent sperm from implanting an egg.

“I had to quit,” Sherise said. “I lost sight of my priorities. Jonah was gonna fuck up everything.”

“Erica made sure he’s not a threat to any of us anymore,” Billie said. “You need to get over all that.”

“I feel like I have,” Sherise argued. “I really wanted to get pregnant when we started this. I wanted to make Justin happy.”

“But you’re not happy,” Billie said.

Sherise shook her head. “I’m trying to be, but I’m just not into it. I feel like the world is passing me by and I’m sitting around waiting to get pregnant.”

“And taking care of Cady,” Billie reminded her.

Sherise smiled. “If it wasn’t for her, I would shrivel up and die. But, it’s not just me. Justin seems to have . . . given up. He’s the one who wanted another baby so bad. Things are just off.”

“If you’re not going to see a marriage counselor,” Billie said, “you need to at least see a fertility specialist. Isn’t that what Justin wants?”

“It was what he wanted.” Sherise had been scared to death to go see a specialist. If they found out that Justin was shooting blanks, all hell would break loose. “He doesn’t ask about it so much anymore.”

Billie was about to mention how that wasn’t a good sign, but was distracted by Erica’s laughter. Was this funny to her? She turned to her and noticed that Erica was no longer involved in their conversation. She was texting furiously with a smile on her face.

“Who are you texting?” Sherise asked angrily.

Erica pressed send before looking up. Both Billie and Sherise had an expectant look on their faces. Well, this was as good a time as any. Erica sighed, trying to relax before the expected onslaught.

“I have something to tell you both,” Erica said, zeroing in on Sherise. “And I don’t want to hear shit from you.”

“You’ll only hear the truth from us,” Billie said. “Whether you think it’s shit or not is up to you.”

Sherise gasped. “You’ve got a new boyfriend?”

“Well . . .” Erica started.

“I knew it.” Sherise was getting excited. “That smile on your face. It’s the kind of smile caused by a man.”

“Who is he?” Billie asked, excited.

“Don’t get excited yet,” Erica said. “But Sherise is kind of right. I am seeing someone, but he’s not new.”

Sherise felt a brick in her stomach as she threw her hands in the air. “Oh, for Christ’s sake!”

The waiter suddenly returned with Erica’s drink.

Billie took a second before realizing what she was saying. “Wait . . . what? You’re . . . what? Terrell?”

Erica nodded nervously as she grabbed the drink and quickly thanked the waiter before taking a sip. She should have ordered something stronger.

The waiter started, “Can I get you ladies any—”

“Are you out of your fucking mind?” Sherise asked.

“What a surprise,” Erica said. “Sherise is judgmental instead of supportive.”

“Wait!” Sherise called after the waiter, who had started walking away. “Shots. Bring shots.”

“Of what?” he asked. “How many?”

“Just make them strong and bring three,” she answered.

“I don’t want a shot,” Billie said.

“Neither do I,” Erica added.

“They’re all for me,” Sherise said. “As fast as you can, please.”

“Let’s just stay calm,” Billie said to Sherise before turning to Erica. “Really, girl? I thought you were done with him?”

“I was never done with him,” Erica said. “I told you guys that I still loved him.”

“But you promised you would get over him,” Sherise said. “You promised to stay away.”

“That wasn’t as easy to do as I thought,” Erica said. “Things have changed and he sort of . . . he slowly worked his way back into my heart.”

Erica was smiling as she spoke, but from the looks on Billie’s and Sherise’s face, she was alone in this. “Okay, listen. I was cautious, too, but he’s really sorry. We spent a long time talking and working through our issues.”

“A long time?” Billie asked. “Why are we just now hearing this?”

“Why?” Sherise asked. “Because she knew we wouldn’t approve. Why else would she keep it a secret?”

“I don’t need your approval,” Erica said even though it wasn’t true. What Billie and Sherise thought meant more than anything to her, but she wasn’t going to back down. “I’m seeing him again and I just wanted to keep it between us until I knew it was what I wanted.”

“Erica,” Sherise whined. “You had a chance to trade up. You could have gone out with any of the guys I tried to set you up with. You could have gone out with anyone else. Why would you go back to this hood?”

“He’s not a hood,” Erica snapped.

“No,” Sherise agreed. “You’re right. He’s bumped up to extortion, so what does that make him? A high-class hustler?”

“Shut up,” Erica said. “He made a mistake. He realizes that he could have ruined lives.”

“My life!” Sherise yelled.

“Hey.” Billie held up a hand to Sherise. “You calm down. You put yourself in a position to have your life ruined, so stop looking for scapegoats.”

“Exactly,” Erica chimed in.

“But you.” Billie turned to her. “What Terrell did was awful. Do you really think you can trust him?”

Erica wanted to say yes, completely, but she couldn’t. “I’m not exactly there yet, but I’m getting there. He’s trying so hard.”

“They all try,” Billie said.

“I love him,” Erica admitted hopelessly.

Billie’s concerned frown softened into a smile. “I know you do, sweetheart.”

“You fucked him, didn’t you?” Sherise asked, not trying to hide her disgust. “He put his little dick on you and you believe anything he says.”

“You’re the only one who seems to have a problem falling for the wrong dick,” Erica said with a haughty roll of her head. “And his . . . is not little.”

Billie could see this was getting out of hand. “Let’s try to focus, girls. Erica, no one would blame you if you were . . . you know . . . dickmatized. It happens to the best of us.”

“I’m not,” Erica said. “We haven’t even had sex yet. We’ve only been on a few dates and maybe kissed once or twice. Who are you to judge me, Sherise?”

“I admit my mistakes,” Sherise lied, “but that doesn’t change the fact that this is a mistake, your mistake. You had gotten rid of the trash, just to turn around and bring it back in. He’ll find a way to fuck everything up again. It’s what brothas like him do.

The waiter returned with three shots of Patrón.

“Well,” Erica said, “if you keep your panties on and stop fucking the wrong people, you won’t have anything to worry about from this brotha.”

“Damn,” the waiter added.

All three ladies looked up at him. He composed himself and walked away.

“You aren’t fooling anyone,” Sherise said. “You keep trying to bring up my mistakes to deflect from what you know is your own.”

This incensed Erica for some reason. She wanted to jump out of the chair and slap Sherise. “Just work on your own marriage and don’t worry about my relationship with Terrell. I know what—”

Erica halted as a man approached their table. He was tall, dark, and handsome in a very traditional way. He was a professional, dressed in a navy blue suit and a white button-down shirt. He looked to be in his thirties, with a close, neat cut. He clearly had a goal in mind, and that goal was Billie. He didn’t have eyes for anyone else.

“Sorry to interrupt.” His voice was compelling and deep. “My name is Robert. You are?”

“Billie,” she answered cautiously.

“Hi, Billie.” He flashed a million-watt smile. “I noticed you sitting over here and I was wondering if you would be interested in dancing with me.”

Sherise made a smacking sound with her lips. What kind of man asked a woman to dance this early in the club these days? “We were actually in the middle of a—”

“Sure.” Billie got up from her seat quickly, tossing her purse on Erica’s lap. She looked at her. “I’m taking your advice.”

The truth was, she didn’t want to be at that table anymore. When Sherise and Erica got into it, it was like a world war all over again, and she was always caught in the middle. She was tired of trying to be the peacemaker. They could work this one out themselves. She was gonna dance.

When she reached the dance floor, which was more crowded than she expected for so early on a Friday night, Billie tried as best she could to let loose. She wasn’t particularly interested in Robert, but he was cute and seemed harmless. Besides, out of the corner of her eye, she could see Porter standing by the bar looking at her with unabashed jealousy. Icing on the cake.

 



It was only ten at night when Sherise slipped back into her Georgetown townhouse. Climbing the stairs, she knew that Justin would still be up. He would likely be working, but she wasn’t really thinking about him. Instead of heading to the master bedroom at the far right of house, she went straight for the door in the middle of the hallway.

Quietly opening the door, she tiptoed over to Cady’s crib. She looked down at her baby sleeping peacefully and a sense of calm and warmth crept through her. She reached down and ran her finger softly along Cady’s cheek. She wanted to kiss that teeny little sweet mouth, but wouldn’t dare wake her up. The little demon looked like an angel when she was sleeping.

Sherise felt so blessed to be able to look at the reason she was alive, the reason her life was worth anything. There it was, sleeping in Winnie the Pooh jammies. Without her career, Cady seemed to be the only thing that Sherise really understood and knew was real. She smiled, in her heart knowing that she was lucky. How many women would be deliriously happy to be stay-at-home moms with a husband earning six figures and a healthy beautiful baby?

So why wasn’t she? Was it because she couldn’t get pregnant again? She had wanted to wait at least a couple of years between babies, so she could focus on her career before taking another maternity leave. But being so jarred by the horrible mistake she’d made with Jonah made Sherise think differently. Making Justin happy was what mattered. Keeping her family together was what mattered. Having another baby, bringing another person into their wonderful family, had been her goal.

Now that goal was sort of becoming a nightmare. Every month when she got her period, she felt like a failure. Every month she realized she wasn’t pregnant, she felt closer to Justin finding out that Cady wasn’t his. What if she wasn’t? Looking down at her now, Sherise believed she saw Justin’s nose on the baby, but was she just convincing herself of that in order to believe she was his?

“How drunk are you?” Justin asked as soon as she entered the bedroom.

He was looking up at her from his side of the bed, his laptop on his lap as he leaned against two big pillows.

She smiled at him as she tossed her shoes to the side of the spacious room.

“Just enough,” she answered as she walked over to the bed. She leaned into him and he lifted his head up to kiss her.

He seemed happy and looked at her with affection for a few seconds more before returning his attention to his computer. Sherise looked down at him adoringly and reached out. She placed her delicate fingers under his chin, lifting his face to hers again.

“We should all go to Eastern Market in the morning,” she said. “Remember how we used to love that Saturday mornings? Buy some fruit, eat some pancakes, and look at the art. It would be nice . . .”

“I can’t, sweetie.” He took her hand and kissed the inside of her palm before letting it go. “I have a nine A.M. tee time at the club. I told you I was playing golf with some clients.”

She nodded. “I’m sorry. I forgot.”

Not a word was spoken as she went to the bathroom and changed into her nightgown. She didn’t wash her face, but splashed it with water and put her hair in a ponytail. She still wanted to look nice. She wanted to make love to her husband tonight.

When she slid into the bed, Justin’s attention was on his computer. He was reading an article on the financial industry, his specialty, as Sherise slid up to him and began rubbing his arm.

He looked at her and laughed. “You’re drunk.”

“I’m not.” She smiled. “Okay, maybe a little, but you should be happy. You get to take advantage of a drunken woman. When was the last time you did that?”

“When was the last time you were drunk?” He let her kiss him before returning to his article. “I need to finish reading this, baby. This is what everyone is gonna be talking about at tomorrow’s golf game.”

She reached over and placed her hand on top of the laptop and slowly pushed it closed. “They can all talk about this article while you talk about how you fucked your gorgeous wife.”

He seemed annoyed, but let her push the laptop off his lap and onto the bed. It was comforting to Sherise to see that he didn’t resist her. In the past, Justin could never resist her. No matter how awful she’d been or how preoccupied he was, he was always willing and eager to make love to her. That hadn’t been the case so much recently. Their inability to conceive was affecting him just like it was her. She was going to change that tonight.

Her lips teased at his as she reached down and grabbed the bottom of his T-shirt. He lifted his arms as she pulled the shirt up and off him. He met her with a more passionate, deeper kiss as his hand went to her shoulders.

Their tongues began to explore each other’s mouth as she felt his fingers gently lift the straps of her nightgown and slide them down her shoulders. He let out a soft groan as his mouth traveled down her neck to the soft flesh of her chest.

Sherise let him guide her back to where she was lying on the bed and he was moving on top of her. His mouth was kissing the space between her breasts as his hands began to caress her hips. Her hands went to his head as she ran her fingers over his hair.

Sherise was waiting for the passion to come, but it hadn’t arrived yet. She felt a little spark, a little pull in her center, but she wasn’t set on fire. She closed her eyes and spread her legs as Justin positioned himself in between them.

When his tongue traced her nipple, it felt warm to Sherise, but when she felt his teeth teasingly bite at her, she flinched. She usually liked a little biting, but this didn’t feel good. It made it only glaringly obvious to her that none of this felt good. Or maybe it just didn’t feel right.

“Justin. Justin,” she repeated. “Please.”

She pushed against the bed, lifting herself up.

Caught up in the foreplay, Justin looked up, expecting to continue.

“Wait,” Sherise said as she pushed away.

Justin looked at her confused. “What? What did I . . . Did I hurt you?”

“No,” she answered, shaking her head. What was happening to her? “I just . . . I . . . I’m sorry, Justin.”

“What?”

“I . . .” She shrugged as he realized from her expression that she was telling him she didn’t want to go any further.

“What is wrong with you, Sherise?” he asked angrily as he sat up.

“I don’t know,” she said. “I think it’s the alcohol.”

“Alcohol makes you not want to have sex?” Justin reached for his T-shirt and began putting it back on. “You expect me to believe you’re the only person on the planet that happens to? This isn’t the first time you’ve done this.”

“I’m sorry.” She sighed, reaching out to him. He leaned away. She felt awful. She regretted pushing away. She should have just gone through with it even if it wasn’t what she really wanted. “I just feel sluggish. I can make it up to you in the morning.”

Justin didn’t respond as he got out of bed.

“What are you doing?” she asked. “I know you’re mad, Justin, but shit, I’m sorry. Maybe in the morning, we can . . .”

“Don’t do me any favors,” Justin said as he snatched his laptop. Without looking at her, he turned and left the room. “I’m gonna be downstairs. Don’t wait up for me.”

“Come on,” she called after him. “It’s not that serious.”

“You started it, Sherise!” He slammed the bedroom door behind him.

Now she really regretted not following through. What was wrong with her? She had resolved to make love to Justin before leaving Cady’s room just moments earlier. She wanted him, but it just fizzled. She wasn’t feeling it from herself. Or was she not feeling it from him? It couldn’t be him. He was upset that they weren’t making love.

“What is wrong with you, girl?” she asked herself as she reached over to Justin’s side and turned off the lamp. She was in need of some serious groove therapy.





End of sample
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