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Prologue

All during the ride to Parker’s apartment in SoHo, Regina kept replaying Parker’s last comment as they left Victoria and Phillip’s home on Long Island. What in the world did he mean by “maybe not”? She dared not ask. She dared not court another disappointment. She’d had enough of those things to last her three lifetimes. So she dared not ask. That was a threshold she wasn’t ready to cross. But her curiosity was killing her.

Once they were inside and settled, Parker surprised her by opening a bottle of chilled imported champagne. He poured two fingers of the amber liquid into a pair of fluted glasses and handed one to her.

“To you, Regina, for fighting the odds and beating them.” He raised his glass in a toast, then stopped. “And to us. I hope this is the beginning of something enduring.”

She gently tapped her glass against his.

Parker took her free hand and led her to the gray leather sectional couch. What he felt for her at that moment was reflected in the sensual heat in his eyes. Gently, he draped his arm around her shoulder, his gaze locked on hers.

“There’s something I want to tell you.” His voice wavered a bit but quickly regained its power.

Uh-oh. “What is it?”

After seating her, Parker sat down where he could continue to read her face. “I’ve been doing a lot of thinking lately about us, about me, and what I want to do with my life. What I discovered, Regina, is that I really want you with me. Watching you these past few months made me see just what can be accomplished when you believe in yourself. Something I haven’t done in a long time. I’ve let what happened to me and Lynn color everything I did, how I functioned, the choices that I made. I’d forgotten that happiness was still possible, that I still had something to offer. You made me see that with your encouragement and your caring. But the only way I can be the man that you deserve is to finally put my past to rest.”

Her heart tumbled over in her chest. “How?” she whispered.

“I’d given up on trying to find my daughter,” he replied. “More out of fear as time went along than anything else.”

“What are you afraid of?”

“Afraid that I won’t measure up. Afraid that when I did find her she wouldn’t care about me one way or the other. Afraid that she’ll believe I abandoned her, that I didn’t love her enough to fight for her. Afraid that she won’t believe how much I love and miss her.”

Her expression softened. She tenderly stroked his cheek, brushed his locks away from the side of his face. “The one thing I’ve learned through all of this, from my friends, from my family, from my own mistakes, is that fear is our greatest enemy. And the only way to conquer it is to face it, no matter how painful, how ugly.”

“I know that now. What I want to tell you is, I’ve found her. I contacted an agency that specializes in reuniting families and she’s agreed to see me. They have contacts and sources nationwide. I don’t know how it’s all going to turn out, but it’s a start.”

“Oh, Parker, I’m so happy for you. I know how much your daughter means to you. It’ll work out. And even if it doesn’t turn out exactly the way you want, you made the effort, you tried, and she’ll see that.”

“I hope so,” he said soberly. “So, I took a short leave of absence from teaching. I’m going to California for a few months. That’s where she lives.”

“Wow, a few months.” She wasn’t expecting that. “Well ...” Her voice trailed off.

“When I come back, and I will, I want us to really work at being a couple. I want to see what it’s like to plan a life with someone again. But I know I can’t do that, honestly, until that part of my life is settled. What I need to know, Gina, is if that’s what you want too.”

Did she? Could she totally commit herself to someone again? What if there were more demands made of her than she could fulfill? Could she love someone fully and completely? At times she believed she could. And she thought that Parker could be that person. At other times, she wanted to be selfish, for the first time in her life, and just take care of Regina. But if there was one thing she’d decided when she went on this new adventure in her life it was that she wasn’t doing anything the same ever again.

Slowly, she stood, gazed down into Parker’s eyes and extended her hand. When he placed his hand in hers, she led him to his bedroom, taking the lead. And that felt good, so good.

In the light and shadow that played through his bedroom window, Regina languidly undressed. She stood before him naked and unguarded, saying with her body what words could not convey.

She was taking a chance with him, she knew that. But what was life without risks? For once, she felt the emotional barriers inside her start to crumble, to give way, and surrendering in this act of passion was not a bad thing. His body yielded its erotic secrets without any play for power or control, seeking only to share and communicate his deep feeling for her. Every caress, every sigh promised her a life so very different than anything she’d ever known. When they kissed so long and so hotly, the electricity they’d both felt the last time surged back through them, validating all of their dreams and fantasies. As she moved above him in a slow, easy rhythm, with no strings, no promises—her head thrown back in ecstasy—her gaze slowly focused on the portrait above his bed.

And there she was captured in all her glory—with an expression that challenged everything before it and said: I can do anything. Yes, I can.




Chapter 1

Regina stretched languidly beneath the cool, pale blue cotton sheet. She turned onto her side and pressed her body against the warm brown flesh of her lover.

She smiled when he murmured her name in his sleep. Their night together was heaven on earth. Parker was a generous lover, catering to her every physical and emotional need, awakening the hidden pleasures of her body. Her years of marriage to Russell Everette may have yielded two beautiful children but it never unleashed the reciprocal passion that Parker elicited from her. It must be the artist in him, she thought with pleasure as a residual tingle ran through her. He used his entire body like a paintbrush, stroking, creating, with her as his canvas.

Regina closed her eyes against the stealth moonlight that peeked through the vertical blinds, signaling the impending dawn of a new day. Inwardly she wished that the night would last forever. At least then she wouldn’t have to face leaving Parker, if only temporarily.

Was she falling in love with him? Was she in love with him already? She didn’t have the answers yet. She wanted to be sure this time. She’d been reluctant to get involved with anyone again after her divorce. She wanted to work on Regina, making her strong and independent. She wanted to reclaim her personhood, and for the most part she’d done just that. She was single-focused in her goals: building her bookstore business and raising her two teenage children—alone.

But one day fate crossed the threshold of Regina’s Place and brought Parker Heywood right along with it, and her life took yet another turn.

Gently, so as not to wake him, she cuddled closer to his warmth and draped her arm across his waist.

A part of her was happy for him and the decision he’d made to reunite with his estranged daughter. She knew how important family was and the hole that was in Parker’s heart for losing his. But another part of her, the objective side, had to face the fact that the balance of their still budding relationship was destined to change when his daughter became a part of his life again. For better, for worse, she didn’t know. But the one thing she was certain of, bringing a fourteen-year-old young woman into his life after years of separation, was going to take every iota of time and patience that Parker could summon.

Regina sighed, released her hold of him, and eased out of bed. She wanted to take a quick shower, get dressed, and get home before Michele and Darren got up for school. She was still protective of them when it came to her personal life, and they didn’t need to see a man slipping out of her bedroom in the morning, so she’d opted for spending nights at Parker’s place, which was an issue in and of itself.

“Where are you going?” Parker mumbled, his deep voice still thick and sexy with sleep.

“Gotta get home,” she said in a whisper.

Parker pulled himself up to a semisitting position and rubbed his eyes. “How long do you plan to keep our relationship a secret from your children?”

“I’m not keeping us a secret. There’s nothing wrong with discretion and I don’t think it’s appropriate for my children to know that I’m sleeping with a man that I’m not married to.”

“Do you really think that they believe you’re ‘out with the girls’ when you come tiptoeing in at sunrise in the middle of the week? Kids are pretty wise these days, Gina.”

Regina gathered up her discarded clothes and held them against her stomach. She looked him in the eye.

“What they think and what they see are two different things. I’ll be curious to see how ‘open’ you are with your own daughter.”

She turned and walked off into the bathroom, shutting the door with a bit more force than necessary.

Regina turned on the shower full blast and quickly stepped under the beating needles of the spray.

That was one of the reasons she didn’t want to get involved again, she thought, stamping back the annoyance from Parker’s comment. Although she and Russell had been divorced for some years now, she still didn’t want the kids to think that someone was trying to take their father’s place—at least not yet. They’d been through a great deal over the years and they were still very close to Russell. She was not going to make any more mistakes when it came to her kids and men, and she certainly didn’t need them privy to her private sex life.

Regina scrubbed her body with Irish Spring soap, although she would have preferred Dove; she’d have to remind Parker to get some. With her sensitive skin the least little thing set off a wave of dryness and pimples. Unfortunately, at the moment she didn’t have much choice. She couldn’t very well go home smelling like sex.

Was she being too old-fashioned? she worried as she lathered and rinsed. It was important to her that Michele and Darren viewed her in a certain light. She had a responsibility to set an example for them.

She turned off the shower and stepped out into the steam-filled room. The mirror was fogged over. She wiped a clean circle with her towel and stared at her reflection. What did her children really think about her weekly rendezvous? And what would she do if Parker grew weary of being her best-kept secret? She exhaled a slow breath of concern, then drew it back in. She’d cross that bridge when she came to it.

Regina reentered the bedroom and picked up her purse and jacket. She walked to the bed, leaned down, and kissed Parker gently on the lips.

“Talk to you later.”

Parker got out of bed, walked naked to the dresser, and pulled out a pair of shorts. He slipped them on as he spoke.

“You know I don’t mean to tell you how to run your life and your family.”

She nodded. “And I understand how you feel.”

He walked up to her and cupped her chin. “We’re in this together, babe. And as much as I may or may not like it, I’ll stand by your decision. But you gotta know it can’t go on like this forever.”

Regina inhaled slightly. “I’ll work it out. Look, I better go.”

“Yeah... .”

She walked out and Parker followed her to the front door. “I’ll call you this afternoon. Are we still on for later?”

“I’ll see how my day is going. Okay?”

“Sure.”

She lowered her gaze for a moment. “Bye,” she said softly and left.

 


 



Parker watched from the window as Regina got into her car and pulled off before he turned away. They’d been seeing each other for months, he mused as he walked into the kitchen and put on the pot for coffee. Regina had not only transformed herself in that time, but transformed him as well. Since his divorce from Lynn and imposed separation from his daughter, Tracy, he’d buried himself in his art and in teaching, leaving little room or time for a relationship. Then he met Regina and all the promises he’d made to himself to stay clear of women went out the window. Before he knew what was happening, he was opening himself up again, allowing himself to feel. But it was getting harder to keep himself in the background of her life and he wondered if the reasons were really the kids or something else.

 


 



Regina quietly slipped her key into the lock of her front door, feeling like a cat burglar in her own home. She held her breath as she heard the locks click and the door squeak open. The last person she expected to see was sitting in her kitchen. She swallowed hard and closed the door behind her.

“What are you doing here, Russell?”

Russell put down his coffee mug and checked his watch. He gazed at her with veiled jealousy in his cool brown eyes.

“A better question is, why weren’t you here?”

Regina walked fully into the room and dropped her purse on the kitchen table with a clatter.

Her hazel eyes narrowed. “The last time I checked, my name was the only one on the lease.”

“And the last time I checked, our children were still underage.” Russell stood, his broad, imposing physique towering over her. “If you want to spend the night out doing ... whatever ... that’s your business. But when your running around affects Michele and Darren, then it becomes my business.”

Regina defiantly folded her arms and rested her weight on her right leg. “I think you need to leave. Now.”

Russell reached for the coffee cup and drained it. “I’m not going to allow you to screw up their heads, Regina.”

“Allow! We’re not married anymore, Russell. Your days of ‘allowing’ me to do anything are long over. And you’re right, my private life is my private business. And if you know nothing else about me, you know I would never do anything to hurt the kids.”

Russell crossed the room and put his cup in the sink. He turned toward her.

“I think you need to get your priorities in order. If the kids are as important to you as you claim they are, then you need to start acting like it.”

He snatched up his jacket from the back of the chair and draped it over his arm. Russell lowered his head a minute in thought, then looked at Regina.

“Look, I don’t want to be a hard-ass. I don’t want to interfere in your life. You’re right, we aren’t married anymore, and I regret that every day that I open my eyes.” He shifted his weight and his voice softened. “I still care about you, Regina. And to be honest ... it bugs me to even imagine you with another man.”

Regina tried to hide her shock and embarrassment behind a bland expression. The last person she wanted to have a conversation with about her love life was her ex-husband or to hear him confess any feelings for her.

“Anyway,” Russell continued, “whatever you may think about me, think about the kids too.” Russell walked to the door. “Have a good day.”

Regina stood in the center of her red and white checkerboard kitchen, held in place by disbelief. To walk into her home after a night of toe-curling lovemaking to find your ex-husband sitting in your kitchen was mind-numbing. And she had yet to deal with her kids.

It wouldn’t be the first time Michele and Darren felt they could run her life better than she could. Shortly after her divorce from Russell and after she’d decided to quit her job and open the bookstore, they’d gotten her mother all twisted up in her life. Her mother, who always adored Russell, went on a personal campaign to get them back together and she had the help of her grandchildren.

Regina shook her head, scattering the thoughts and images of those trying days. She’d come too far to assert herself and her total independence to be corralled back into a life of complacency—pleasing everyone except herself.

She looked around her cozy home, the space that she’d created for her and the kids—her sanctuary. When she’d left Russell, all she took was clothes and her bank account. Everything from the short, white kitchen curtains, the sconces that hung on the living room walls, the quilts and throw rugs, to the brass coatrack in the hallway—it was all hers. And she didn’t need anyone’s permission.

Regina proceeded down the hallway to her bedroom, tossing aside her flirt with apprehension and guilt.

She went in, sat on the side of the bed, and took off her shoes. When she looked up, her gaze rested on the photograph of her and the kids, and Russell’s barely concealed words of condemnation sprang back into her head. She ran her fingers through her jaw-length auburn locks and pushed the thoughts aside. She certainly didn’t need any foolishness out of Russell. She had no idea what his agenda really was, but she had enough drama in her life already without Russell adding to the mix.

Both of her best friends, Toni and Victoria, were up to their eyeballs in drama and she was doing the best she could to be there for them. And the best way to do that was to keep her personal drama at a bare minimum.

Regina stood and stretched, enjoying the way her body sweetly ached after being loved up by Parker.

He was right, she grudgingly admitted. She had been shielding the kids from him. But she wanted to be careful. She wanted to be sure of where she and Parker were going before integrating him into the lives of Michele and Darren. She’d overheard stories from customers in her bookstore who’d traipsed one man after another through the lives of their children and then couldn’t understand why they started acting out negatively.

Children needed stability, she reasoned, reaching for the remote to tune into The Today Show—her favorite morning program. And one man after another like taxis in Midtown Manhattan was not the example she wanted to set.

Although sometimes she did feel like a sneaky teenager going to meet the boyfriend the parents refused to let her see. But the bottom line was, Parker Heywood had fed her starving sexuality and she had no intention of going back to her starvation diet.

Until she reached the point where they were making plans for a forever, she was going to keep their relationship on the DL.

Regina stretched out on the bed just as she heard the faint sound of Michele’s followed by Darren’s alarm clock. She leaned back against her plumped-up pillows and crossed her arms beneath her breasts. She had a serious bone to pick with both of them. She was going to find out who called Russell and why.




Chapter 2

Antoinette Devon prepared for work. She had a full caseload at the clinic and she needed to get in early to be prepared. As a social worker she was adept at solving the problems of others, finding resources and safe havens. Her life was a different story, however.

She quickly brushed a few strokes of mascara to her lashes and noticed that her hair needed a touch-up. She made a mental note to make an appointment for Friday after work.

There was a time when Friday nights were reserved for “the girls.” She, Regina, and Victoria would meet up after work and commiserate about their lives and loves. Those were the days, she thought a bit wistfully, that were no more. Regina was busy with her new love and her new business. Victoria was busy being pregnant and her ... well, she was simply trying to get from one day to the next.

Antoinette turned from the mirror and crossed the pristine bedroom to the closet. She stood in the open doorway scanning the rows of designer suits and dresses. On the rack on the floor was a row of shoes from every famous maker. She decided on a simple Donna Karen navy suit and matching pumps.

If only her life could be as well designed as her attire and her home, she mused, slipping on the jacket over a sleeveless pale pink top of raw silk. She had no one to blame but herself. She put on her shoes and took her purse from the top shelf of the well-organized closet. Her illicit affair with Alan, a former client, had ruined her marriage and now jeopardized her parental rights for her son, Steven.

Antoinette straightened her shoulders and drew in the tears that were never far from falling. Months had passed and Charles was no closer to forgiving her now than he was when he found out. Her stomach muscles knotted. She couldn’t blame him.

To the world it appeared that Antoinette Devon had it all: a solid career, a beautiful three-story brownstone, a great wardrobe, and a new car every year. But things were so far from perfect. All day she listened to the problems of others. She only wished that there was someone she could pour her heart out to.

She picked up her car keys from the dresser and headed out. If she didn’t run into traffic she would be sitting at her desk in forty-five minutes.

 


 



Antoinette slowly stood up behind her desk and stretched following the departure of her first client of the morning. It was a grueling hour but she felt confident that she’d made progress. She glanced down at the open case folder on her desk: Leslie Cummings, age seventeen, expelled from school for attacking another student. Leslie claimed self-defense but school records showed that she had a long history of violence—in the home and out. She’d been coming to see Antoinette for six weeks, but today was the first time Antoinette felt as if she’d gotten through to her. At the core of Leslie’s anger were issues of abandonment, first her father, then her mother, then the father of her two-year-old son.

Antoinette flipped the folder closed and sighed deeply. What Leslie was dealing with was what Antoinette feared for her own son. Steven had become withdrawn and belligerent since Charles moved out, making an almost unmanageable situation that much more difficult. But, truth be told, Steven’s problems began before Charles left. She still shuddered when she thought about the night they had to pick him up from the police precinct—the very same day Charles had discovered her infidelity. She only hoped that somehow with all her training and experience she could apply it to her own life and save her son before she lost him for good.

The light tap on her office door drew her away from her dark musings.

“Yes, come in,” she called out, as she put on “the good face.”

“Mrs. Devon, there’s an Alan Pierre here to see you,” her secretary said, while poking her head in the door. “He doesn’t have an appointment but he said he was a former client and that it was important that he speak with you.”

Antoinette’s temples immediately began to pound in concert with her suddenly racing heart. Alan. She hadn’t seen him since that fateful day and had only spoken to him on the phone to explain that she couldn’t see him anymore. Why was he here now?

She cleared her throat and debated the veracity of seeing him at all. But it might be important, her professional voice whispered, when all the while her heart hoped otherwise. She checked her watch. She had fifteen minutes before her next client was due.

“Tell him to come in, but make it clear that I only have a few minutes.”

Antoinette tugged on the bottom of her jacket and ran her fingers through her hair. Was her lipstick still in place? she worried, or worse, on her teeth? She ran her tongue across them just to be sure as the knock came on her door.

She took a deep breath and planted an innocuous expression on her face. “Come in.” She looked up as Alan walked through the door, and in that instant all the anguish that she’d endured as a result of their affair went out the window.

Alan closed the door behind him and stood in place. “Hello, Toni.”

Her heart was beating so quickly she could barely catch her breath. “Alan. This is a surprise.” Slowly she stood and wished that she hadn’t when she realized how badly her legs were trembling.

“I know we said we wouldn’t see each other or call, but ...” His gaze shifted around the room, then settled on her. “I miss you, Toni. Very much. And I needed to see for myself that you were okay.”

She laughed without humor. “I haven’t been okay in a very long time,” she said, resignation weighing down her voice. “Have a seat,” she said, extending her hand toward the empty chair opposite her desk.

Alan crossed the room and sat.

For several moments they stared at each other in an awkward silence.

“Did you and ... Charles work things out?” he finally asked.

She shook her head. “He ... uh ... moved out.” She clasped her hands together on top of the desk.

“Toni ... I’m so sorry. Sorry about everything.”

“So am I.” She gave him a sad smile. “How have you been?”

“Getting there, one day at a time. It’s harder without you.”

“Alan, don’t—”

“Wait.” He held up his hand. “Just hear me out. When you told me that Charles found out, I was hurting for you. I wanted to be there for you. But I understood that you needed to try to work things out.” He unbuttoned his jacket and leaned forward, bracing his arms on his thighs. He looked directly into her eyes. “But there was also a part of me that was happy that it happened. I was tired of living a lie, sneaking around with ... the woman I’d fallen in love with.”

“Alan—”

“I wasn’t asking for that in return from you. I knew you had a husband ... a family. But I want you to know that if you ever decide that you want to try to make things work between us—I’m willing.” He stood up abruptly. “That’s all I came to say.” He gave her a crooked smile. “The number is still the same if you decide you want to use it.” He turned and walked out, closing the door gently behind him.

Antoinette stared at the closed door for what felt like an eternity. Her thoughts were racing in every conceivable direction at once. Work things out ... in love with me ...

She couldn’t get involved with Alan. What if Charles changed his mind and decided he wanted to come back? He’d never trust her again.

She pressed her clenched fist to her mouth and glanced at the door again. Who was she kidding? Charles wasn’t coming back. If anything, he wanted to stay as far away from her as possible and take Steven with him.

The number is still the same if you decide you want to use it.

“Your next client is here, Ms. Devon,” her assistant said, mysteriously appearing in front of her.

Antoinette blinked.

“Are you okay?”

“Uh ... yes.” She forced a smile and uttered a laugh that sputtered with weak energy. She pushed some papers aside on her desk and picked up the next case file in the stack. “Walter can come in now.” She tried to clear her head, but Alan’s visit and parting words held her in an invisible grip. Why now, Alan, when I’m so lonely, so needy? Why now?




Chapter 3

Clad only in a pair of blue and white boxers, Parker rummaged around in his black and white art deco kitchen in search of something to eat. As usual after a long night of lovemaking, especially with Regina, he awoke ravenous.

He took out some eggs and a platter of leftover fresh ham and placed them on the counter. He reached up over the stainless steel sink and switched on the radio. The announcer was briefing the listening audience on the latest celebrity drama that ended up in the court of law. He shook his head in disgust as much as dismissal. Although he longed for the day when his art would be recognized enough so that it totally sustained him, he never wanted to reach the heights of celebrity where every iota of your life was constantly under a microscope, viewed and reviewed for all the world to see and judge.

Parker beat two eggs in a cerulean porcelain bowl, took his favorite carving knife, and cut thin slices of ham. He leaned his hip against the counter as he sipped his coffee and absently watched the ham sizzle in the pan.

Eating breakfast alone again. He would have much preferred to be standing in his kitchen with Regina at his side, inhaling that soft scent that floated around her when she was fresh from sleep. He loved the way her skin felt like silk in the morning and the dreamy look that her hypnotic hazel eyes held. He wanted to sit opposite her at the table as they ate and talked about their plans for the day—the plans for their life. Instead, she was tiptoeing out of his bed under the cloak of a breaking dawn—and he was alone.

“Damn it!” He snapped out of his musing, grabbed a fork, and plucked the much-too-crisp piece of ham from the pan and tossed the blackened debris in the garbage. “Great start to the day,” he grumbled as he scrubbed the pan with water and steel wool before setting it back on the stove.

Just as he was about to turn on the flame and put another piece of ham in the skillet and try again, the phone rang. He turned and crossed the black opal Italian marble floor to the cordless phone mounted on the wall near the window. It was barely nine A.M.

“Hello?”

“Parker, it’s Lynn.”

He frowned. It took a moment for his brain to make any kind of connection between the voice and the name. “Lynn? Is something wrong?” It was barely six in the morning on the West Coast. His ex-wife hadn’t called him in more years than he could count, and at this hour it could only be trouble.

“I figured you’d be up,” she said in the same husky voice that he’d memorized and then tried to forget. “Old habits die hard.”

“I’m pretty sure you didn’t call me to discuss my old habits or the time of day.” The sting of what she’d done still lingered in his head, in his heart, and in his voice. “Is something wrong with Tracy?”

He heard the sound of papers rustling and the distinct sound of a glass breaking in the background.

Lynn spat out a string of curses. “Sorry,” she mumbled. “Been really clumsy lately.” She released a nervous-sounding laugh.

A wave rose in his stomach, then settled. He crossed the room and sat down at the table. “What is it, Lynn?” He kept his voice level, hoping he carefully hid his growing sense of dread.

She made a big deal of clearing her throat. “I know you plan to come down and see Tracy.”

“Yes ... is that going to be a problem? We discussed this—”

“I know, I know,” she snapped. “That was always your problem, Parker.”

“And what problem might that be, Lynn? According to you I had so many I’ve lost count,” he tossed back.

“Forget it,” she said, an uncharacteristic note of resignation in her tone.

Parker’s antenna went back up. In all the years that he’d known and lived with Lynn, she’d never backed down from an argument, no matter how minute.

“Why don’t we stop trying to beat each other up and talk about why you called?”

A good ten seconds of silence hummed over the phone lines. Finally, Lynn spoke.

“Tracy is going to need to stay with you for a while. Maybe longer than a while.”

She wasn’t making sense. “You mean longer than spring break? What are you talking about?”

“I don’t know if ... if Tracy will be able to come back home.”

Parker stood. “Lynn, what the hell is going on?”

“I’m really sorry for everything, Parker. For leaving the way I did, for not letting Tracy have her father in her life, for being bitter and angry all these years.” Her voice hitched. “She needs you.”

Parker paced as he listened, trying to make sense of what she was saying. He didn’t want to give voice to the dark thoughts that were forming in his head. But he needed to know. He deserved to know.

“I want you to tell me right now, what is going on?” He heard her stifle a sob. “Lynn, for God’s sake, talk to me! For once talk to me.” He wanted to jump through the phone and shake her into speaking.

“I have about six months to a year, the doctors say.”

Parker felt as if his heart momentarily ceased to beat. “Lynn ...”

“I ... don’t want Tracy around for that. This is a good time for her to get to know her father, don’t you think?” She tried to laugh but it came out more like a strangled cry.

“Lynn ... what doctors have you seen? Are they sure?”

“I’ve seen more doctors than I can count. What do they say? They all say the same damned thing.” She drew in a long breath. “When you come down in two weeks, I’ll have spoken to her about her staying in New York to finish her junior year of high school.”

“Does she know?”

“No.”

“You need to tell her.”

“No.”

“This is not something to keep from her. She needs to know.”

“No.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. What is she supposed to think ... when ... ?”

“I won’t tell her. I can’t. If I do she’ll want to stay here, and I won’t allow that. I’ll tell her when she gets settled up there with you. At least she will have you to turn to.”

“Lynn—”

“Don’t, okay? I don’t want or need your sympathy. I need you to take care of our daughter. Let me know your flight time and we’ll be there to pick you up at the airport.”

“If that’s the way you want it.” He paused. “I’ll call you.”

“Good-bye, Parker.”

Before he could respond she hung up. He held the phone in his hand for several moments before returning it to the base. In a daze he walked out of the kitchen.




Chapter 4

Regina slid off the bed and headed back out into the kitchen. Knowing her children the way she did, she was aware that it was only a matter of time before they would find their way into the refrigerator and cabinets in search of something quick to eat on the run.

She made herself comfortable at the kitchen table and waited.

Like clockwork, Darren appeared first and his sister was right behind him. Regina’s expression was stoic as she tried to keep in mind that she loved these people she’d birthed even if right at that moment she wanted to strangle them.

“Have a seat. Both of you,” she instructed without preamble.

The siblings, almost exact replicas of their father, stole a glance at each other before pulling up seats.

“Whose idea was it to call your father?” She looked from one to the other. “I want an answer.”

“I told her not to call,” Darren blurted.

Michele punched him in the arm. “Traitor.”

“I already knew. I was just waiting for confirmation.” Regina folded her arms on the tabletop. “You want to tell me why, Michele?”

Michele cut her eyes, pursed her mouth, and slouched in the chair.

“Sit up and answer me when I’m talking to you!”

Michele breathed rapidly and with great reluctance did as her mother instructed. She stared down at the hand-painted place mat in front of her.

Regina glanced at her son. “Go finish getting dressed.”

“I’m already dressed,” he protested. “I’m hungry.”

“Well, your belly is going to have to wait a minute. Go into your room until I call you. I want to talk to your sister.”

“Ma! I’m gonna starve to death.”

“I doubt it, Darren. Now go.”

“Aw, man ...” He grumbled as he got up and stalked back to his room.

Regina focused her attention on her daughter, who seemed to be determined to look at anything but her.

“Why, Michele?”

Michele tossed her mother a look of pure contempt. “You were gone and I didn’t know where you were.”

“Michele, I told you I was going out. If you were that concerned you have my cell number; you could have called me.”

“I didn’t want to disturb you,” she said, the sarcasm as sharp as a sudden slap in the face.

“What is that supposed to mean?”

Michele turned all her attention and her seventeen-year-old anger on her mother. “You tell me. You were the one who was out all night! You left us here to be with him!” Her eyes suddenly welled with tears. She tugged in several short, quick breaths and held the tears in check.

“Michele.” Regina’s voice softened. “What is it that you are so upset about? Really?”

“I don’t like Parker. I don’t think he’s right for you.”

Regina was stunned. “What? Why would you say something like that?”

“I just don’t like him. I’m entitled to my opinion, aren’t I?”

“What has Parker ever done but be decent to you and your brother? You barely know him.”

“And I don’t want to know him,” she said, sulking.

“Michele, listen to me.” She reached across the table and took Michele’s balled fist and covered it with her hand. “I care about Parker. I want to spend time with him. Just like you want to spend time with your friends.”

“But does it have to be him?”

“I really don’t understand your resentment, Michele. It’s not making sense.”

“You would take his side.”

“Side? I’m not taking sides, I’m trying to understand.” She was becoming more baffled and frustrated by the minute.

“You don’t understand anything I say anyway.”

“Since when? We’re both speaking the same language, aren’t we?”

Michele shrugged her shoulders. Regina tried another approach.

“What were you hoping to accomplish by calling your father?”

“At least he was here. We can depend on him to be around.”

Regina chuckled derisively. “How soon we forget,” she said sadly, remembering the days that turned into months, then years that Russell was out of their life of his own choosing and how that affected Michele and Darren. She’d run out of excuses as to why their father didn’t come to see them, so she stopped trying to explain. And now that he was back, it was as if all that time, the pain never happened and she was suddenly the villain.

“You know what, Michele? I really thought we’d gotten past this, but it’s apparent that we haven’t. But this is how things are: I’m a grown woman, this is my house, and I can come and go as I choose. I don’t answer to you or your brother. You two answer to me. And the very next time you feel the need to call your father to report on me—don’t. I’m not going to stand for it. I give you respect as a young woman, I expect no less in return.” She paused. “I hope we understand each other.”

Michele didn’t respond.

“Do we understand each other?”

“Yes,” she hissed out from between her teeth.

“Good. Go and finish getting ready for school and tell your brother he can come and get something to eat now.”

Michele pushed up from the chair with such force it wobbled, then settled back in place. She gave her mother one last look and stormed off.

Regina lowered her head to her folded arms and closed her eyes. She had no idea if she’d come close to reaching her daughter. For the life of her she couldn’t understand Michele’s sudden animosity toward Parker.

Sure there was some friction in the beginning, when Russell reappeared in their lives and the kids wanted him to get back together with their mother. But she was sure they were beyond that. They’d said they wanted her to be happy and if that meant not getting back with Russell they understood. Why the three-sixty?

Slowly she raised her head and looked in the direction of the hallway where the bedrooms were lined up. If Michele and Darren were truly, wholeheartedly against her being with Parker, what chance did they stand as a couple? Could she in good conscience continue in a relationship with a man that her children were so strongly opposed to?

She slapped her palm against the table, then pressed the heel of it to her forehead. “When is my life going to get just a little bit easy?”

 


 



Regina was behind the counter in her bookstore when the bell over the front door rang. She glanced up from the inventory list she was checking as Antoinette walked in, looking totally put together as always. Regina closed the folder and came from behind the counter with a smile and an embrace of welcome. It had been weeks since she’d seen Antoinette.

“Hey, girl. Who’s taking care of the patients if you’re out roaming the streets?” Regina held Antoinette for a moment before releasing her and giving her a total look over. “Sharp as usual,” she teased her fashionable friend. “What brings you to my side of the world?”

“I was hoping you had a few minutes.”

“Of course.” She took Antoinette’s hand. “Renee,” she called out to her college-student assistant. “Cover the front for me. I’ll be in the office.” She led Antoinette to the back and let her into the room. “It’s a bit cluttered,” she said of the stacks of unopened boxes, files, and piles of books to be shelved. “But make yourself comfortable. Can I get you anything?”

“No, thanks.” She found a spot on an overstuffed side chair and sat down.

“So ... what’s been going on?”

Antoinette set her purse in her lap, then glanced at Regina. “Of the three of us, you were the one who found a way out of no way.”

“No, not really,” she said in that self-deprecating way of hers.

“You did. You made choices about your life and went after them and didn’t give a damn what anyone thought.”

Regina didn’t respond, wondering where the conversation was heading. She sat on the edge of the windowsill waiting for her friend to tell her why she’d really come.

“I need your advice.”

“Sure. I don’t know how much good it will do.” She laughed lightly, hoping to ease the slowly building tension in the room. Antoinette didn’t laugh in return. If anything she looked as if she was going to burst into tears. “Toni, what’s wrong? Is it Charles ... Steven?”

Antoinette shook her head. “It’s Alan.”

“Alan?” Regina frowned. “What about him?”

“He came to my office today. He said he still loved me and wanted me back.”

“Oh, Toni,” Regina dragged out. “What did you tell him?”

“I didn’t tell him anything.”

“Why the heck not? I thought you were going to try to work things out with Charles.”

“Charles.” She emitted a pained laugh. “I haven’t heard from Charles since he packed up and moved out. My son barely speaks to me.” A single tear slid down her cheek, which she quickly wiped away. “And ...” She looked across the space into Regina’s questioning gaze. “I’m lonely.”

“Lonely or horny?”

Antoinette bit back a guilty smile. “Both.”

“To-ni!”

She had the decency to look mildly embarrassed. “I know, sad but true.”

Regina looked at her friend. Behind the picture-perfect facade, Antoinette was a very unhappy woman. She wished she could find the right words to help Antoinette straighten out her life, but the truth of the matter was that even Antoinette wasn’t sure what she wanted out of her life. And until she did, she’d keep making the same mistakes.

“What do you plan to do about Alan?”

Antoinette tugged in a breath. “I don’t know. I’ve worked really hard to put him out of my mind and out of my heart. I wanted things to work between me and Charles. I cut back on my hours at work, I’m home more often.” She looked away. “None of that means anything to Charles. He doesn’t even come inside the house to see Steven. He has Steven come outside and then he drives him to the apartment he’s been staying in.”

“Oh, Toni, I’m so sorry.”

“If he wants to hurt me, he’s doing a damned good job.”

“I don’t think that’s at the heart of it, T.”

Antoinette looked into Regina’s eyes. “What do you mean?”

“I may be wrong, but in all the years I’ve known Charles, I don’t know him to be intentionally cruel to anyone.” She paused. “But you have to keep in your head that you devastated him by what you did.” She saw Antoinette flinch as if the words had a physical presence. “I’m not casting judgment, Toni, but we have to be honest.”

“I know,” she said in a distant voice. “So what should I do?”

Regina lowered her head, then looked at her friend. “I can’t tell you that. You have to do what’s in your heart, and hope that it’s the right thing for everyone concerned. Give yourself some time, and really think this through.”

Antoinette pulled herself up from her seat and clutched her purse in her hand. “I will. Thanks for listening.”

Regina hopped down from the sill. “I wish I had the answers for you, sis.”

“Yeah, me too.” She laughed lightly. “How are things with you and Parker?”

The morning conversation with Michele leaped into her head. “Okay, I guess the usual minor glitches. But they’ll work out.”

“You’re always so positive about things,” she said, heading to the door. “I envy that.”

“Hmph ... all smoke and mirrors.”

Antoinette laughed and gave Regina a hug. “Talk to you soon.”

“Anytime.” Regina opened the office door and watched her friend walk out. If only she knew that her life was not nearly as together as it appeared.

She looked around the office to check and see if there was anything that needed her immediate attention when her private line rang. It could only be the kids, her mother, or Parker, she surmised.

“Hello?”

“Hey, babe.”

Regina instantly felt warm inside. “Hi,” she whispered.

“Listen, about this morning. I was being a real idiot. I have no business telling you how to run your family. I’m sorry.”

“No need to apologize. You do have a point and I’m going to work it out. Promise.”

“I want to talk to you about something else.”

“What?”

“I got a call this morning from Lynn.”

Regina’s heart beat just a little faster. “Oh.” She kept her voice light. “Everything okay?”

“Not really. That’s what I want to talk to you about. Face-to-face. I have a full class load today, but I was hoping we could still meet after you close up and have dinner.”

“Tonight?”

“Yes.”

She was thoughtful for a moment. Two late nights in a row ... But she was entitled to have a life, too. “Okay ... uh ... I close up at the usual time, seven.”

“I’ll meet you at the store.”

“Okay, see you then. Bye.”

Regina hung up the phone. The day was already off to a flying start. She didn’t want to hazard a guess as to how it would end.
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