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Prologue

Ten Years Ago

 



He had to find her, and soon.

A quick glance at his watch told him what his knotted gut already knew: his precious little bit of remaining time continued to sprint past like Carl Lewis at the Olympics. The wedding reception hummed along at full speed and Justus Robinson had survived enough of these gigs in his seventeen years to know how they worked: dinner, then cake and dancing, then the throwing of various silly items, then everyone split. The chattering, overdressed crowd had already swilled their gourmet dinner like starving pigs at a trough, so he figured they’d slice the cake any second. His frustration grew. With each tick of his watch he felt chances slipping away, opportunities evaporating; magic vibrated in the air tonight and he meant to take full advantage of it. If only he could find her.

“Nice party, man.”

Justus turned to see Brian Henderson saunter up, his tan face flush with excitement. Justus grunted, unbuttoned his tuxedo jacket, shoved his hands in his pants pockets, and leaned against the nearest marble pillar. “I guess.”

The place did look beautiful, he thought grudgingly. Glittering crystal chandeliers lit the gilded, ornate art deco carvings on the walls and ceiling. Tall candles on taller candlesticks flickered on the tables, so that pruned Aunt Martha over at table five—for tonight, at least—glowed like Halle Berry. In the middle of every white-clothed table sat a bowl or urn or some such glorified dish crammed with enough pink and white flowers—fragrant roses and lilies—to stock a florist shop for a month. Justus couldn’t get over the waste. By morning every one of those flowers would droop, and by tomorrow evening this time they’d be nothing but a distant, expensive memory.

Brian leaned against the other side of Justus’s pillar and tugged at his bow tie. “Your dad sure can spend some money,” he said, raising his voice over the sound of the Mozart-playing string quartet ten feet away in an alcove.

Justus’s jaw tightened. “You have no idea.”

He knew, even if Brian didn’t, that his father engineered this whole blowout to demonstrate to Cincinnati’s elite—black, white, and otherwise—that he’d arrived and planned to stay for a good long while. The old man should have just handed out copies of his bank statement and been done with it. Then he could have donated the $75K he reportedly spent on this overblown party to the Boys & Girls Club or something else worthwhile. He scanned the crowd and saw his beaming brother, holding his new wife’s hand, accepting congratulations from an elderly man at a table across the room. V.J. looked happier than he’d ever seen him, and he was glad for that. But his father’s corresponding smugness pissed him off.

“Anything for V.J. Nothing’s too good for the crown prince.”

Brian rolled his eyes. “Don’t start.”

Justus sulked for a moment in silence. Predictably, his father had spared no expense in his ongoing efforts to impress his “friends.” Tuxedoed men and perfumed and primped women strutted past like peacocks on parade; if he lived to be a thousand he would never understand his father’s obsession with all things expensive and ostentatious. Cincinnati’s finest—including the mayor, two federal judges, and a local TV anchor—had bellied up to their tables and chowed down on lamb chops, rare beef tenderloin, and rarer yellowfin tuna as if it’d been their last meal for the week.

Several of the guests now hovered around the cake table where a seven-tiered monster teetered under still more roses and lilies. Bartenders at the three open bars poured alcohol like they meant to empty every bottle in the place; every fifteen seconds on the clock another waiter marched past with a tray full of fizzing champagne flutes. The scent of coffee flavored with chicory filled the air. On the tables good-sized boxes of Godiva truffles waited for the guests to claim on their way home, not that anyone would think of leaving before the liquor ran out. It was, Justus decided, the most ridiculous display of conspicuous consumption he’d ever seen his father stage, and he’d seen plenty.

“Where’s Carla?” Brian asked.

“She went to the bathroom. No telling when she’ll be back.” Justus focused for the first time on Brian’s blond hair, which stuck up all over his head like a rooster’s comb. “What the hell’s wrong with your hair?”

Brian grinned and swiped his hand through it. “It’s the style. Carla liked it.”

“Carla ain’t got no sense.”

Truer words were never spoken. Carla had her uses—Justus patted his back pocket to make sure he’d remembered his jimmies—but they were pretty much limited to looking good and being eager and available. The woman he wanted so badly to find, on the other hand, intrigued him infinitely more than his date. His gaze swept the room again.

Brian’s eyes narrowed suspiciously. “Who do you keep looking—” He trailed off suddenly, his body jerking to attention. Only one person in the room commanded this reaction; Justus turned to see his father approach and hold out his hand to Brian.

“Hello, Brian,” Vincent Robinson said. “Welcome.”

“Hello, Mr. Robinson.” Brian took his hand. “Great reception.”

When he saw his father’s chest puff up, Justus scowled. Why didn’t people ever see through his father? Was he the only person on earth who saw the old man as the frustrated, egomaniacal dictator he really was? Oh, sure, at first glance he looked perfectly normal: tall, slim, salt-and-pepper hair trimmed short and neat, dark brown skin clear and unlined, sharp eyes framed by frameless glasses, fancy silk tuxedo, and gleaming patent leather shoes. He looked exactly like what he was: a very successful civil rights attorney with his own practice.

But when he opened his mouth, well, that was where all the problems began.

“Thanks, Brian.” Vincent’s perfect white teeth gleamed in a wide smile. “Glad you could come.” His smile faded away as he turned to Justus; his gaze flickered disapprovingly to his ears, then back to his eyes. “Hello, Justus.”

Automatically Justus slouched a little more deeply against the pillar and crossed his hands over his chest. Maybe Brian didn’t see the man’s animosity oozing from his pores like sweat, but he sure did. “What’s up, Vincent?” he said coolly.

As expected, his father’s temples began to throb. It was childish, sure, to get such pleasure from something as easy as calling his father by his name, but why pass up a sure thing?

Vincent looked back at Justus’s ears. “I see you wore those earrings.”

While Brian stared fixedly at the cake table and pretended he’d suffered a catastrophic hearing loss, Justus fingered the two-carat round cubic zirconium studs he wore in his earlobes. He’d planned to take them out before the ceremony, but forgot in the pre-wedding excitement. Now he was glad he still wore them.

He widened his eyes into his best innocent expression. “They’re not too much, are they?”

Vincent’s lips thinned into invisibility. Abruptly he turned back to Brian and clapped him on the back. Brian look startled. “When do you leave for New Haven?”

Brian darted a glance at Justus. “We’ll, uh, ... you know, go on vacation first, then get there a few days before school starts.”

“Some of the best days of my life were at Yale,” Vincent said thoughtfully. “Vincent Junior’s, too. It’s where he met his wife, of course.” He shot a fond smile in the direction of the newlyweds, who had moved to a nearby table. Justus saw V.J.’s worried gaze flicker briefly between him and Vincent; Justus made a show of studying his fingernails, waiting for the inevitable criticism. “I’d hoped both of my boys would go to Yale and join me at the firm, but, well ...” Vincent shook his head ruefully.

Justus yawned hugely, refusing to take the bait.

Brian apparently couldn’t let Justus go undefended. “Well, you know,” he said nervously. “Xavier’s a great school, and—”

Justus couldn’t stand by and let Brian waste his breath. “Don’t bother, man. Some people would be glad their kid got a full ride at a good school, but not Vince, here.” He jerked his thumb at his father.

Vincent’s head whipped back around to Justus, his face purpling. “I did not pay for all those years of private school for you to play basketball at Xavier University! I can’t believe any son of mine has these ridiculous hoop dreams!”

Poor Brian cringed and melted away into the crowd. Justus tried to stay calm although his heart pounded with anger. He had no hoop dreams beyond college—he was nowhere near good enough for the NBA, and he knew it; he wanted to become a personal trainer with his own gym after he graduated. One day he’d tell Vincent the real deal. But not today.

“Don’t worry, Old Man.” On a sudden inspiration he grabbed a champagne flute from a passing waiter’s tray, raised it in a mock cheer to his father, and sipped appreciatively. He rarely drank; his friends called him D.D. for designated driver. But tonight he quite enjoyed the tart, crisp taste. “When I move out in August you won’t ever have to spend another dime on my butt. And when I’m drafted and get my signing bonus I’ll write you a check for the $100K you’ve spent on my education up till now. How’s that?”

Check and mate. Vincent went rigid with speechless fury; Justus wondered idly whether he’d actually lunge for him right here in front of God and everybody.

But then V.J. materialized at Vincent’s elbow. “Dad? Hey, Dad?”

Vincent grunted, still staring at Justus and vibrating with righteous anger.

V.J. moved until he stood directly in front of Justus, shielding him. “Judge Meyers just asked for you. He’s over there at table twelve.”

Vincent blinked once or twice, as if waking from a trance. “Fine.” He gave the bottom of his jacket an efficient tug, as if to brush off Justus—and any lingering after-effects of their conversation. Justus shrugged and raised the flute to his lips again. Vincent’s arm lashed out and jerked the glass away, catching Justus by surprise. “No seventeen-year-old son of mine drinks alcohol in public,” he snarled, then spun on his polished heel and stalked off, the champagne sloshing out of the glass and spilling over his fingers.

Without missing a beat Justus snatched a fresh glass off the tray of the same beleaguered server as he hurried by again, and took a sip.

V.J. turned to him, raising his hands palms up. “Why?” he cried. “Why do you always let him think the worst about you?”

Justus scowled. “Because he’s a jerk, that’s why.”

“He’s our father.”

“He’s still a jerk.”

V.J. laughed suddenly and threw his arm around Justus’s shoulders. “He’s not so bad.”

“To you.”

“Come on.” V.J. nodded toward the dance floor, where several servers wheeled the cake table. “It’s time to cut the cake.”

“Wait, man.” Justus caught his brother’s arm; this was the first second they’d had alone since the wedding, and the occasion seemed to call for a few words. He cleared away the unexpected lump in his throat. “You did good. Carolyn’s great. I’m happy for you.”

V.J. beamed, as light and happy as a helium balloon floating in the clouds. “Thanks. Thanks for being my best man.” He pulled Justus into a bear hug so tight Justus expected to hear his ribs split with a loud crack. “I love you, man.”

Justus pushed him away, perilously close to tears. “Let’s not get carried away.”

V.J. laughed again. “Let’s go.”

V.J. rocketed back to his wife’s side with Justus trailing behind. A little chocolate cake would taste pretty good right now, Justus thought. He watched, bemused, as V.J. and Carolyn cut the cake and then fed each other as the guests cheered. Carolyn laughed, then turned to say something to her smiling sister Angela, the maid of honor.

And Justus froze.

There she was! His stomach tightened the way it sometimes did before a big game. Recovering a little, he took his place with the jostling, laughing members of the wedding party, making sure he could still see her. While everyone else all day had gushed about the bride who, as far as he was concerned, resembled the meringue on top of a pie in her fluffy, lacy dress, he’d been unable to stop staring at the bride’s sister.

Like all the other bridesmaids Angela wore a pale pink dress that reminded him of the dress Marilyn Monroe wore in that old movie where she stood on the subway grate so her skirt could blow up. It had a halter top and some sort of pleated knee-length skirt that left too much—way too much—of her gorgeous flesh visible. Her skin was perfectly smooth, a deep, reddish brown he desperately longed to touch and taste; he wanted to run his hands and lips all over her bare back, shoulders and arms, to have her wrap her long, shapely legs around his waist. He wanted other things, too: to bury his face between the breasts that filled the front of her dress and threatened to overflow; to squeeze the rounded butt; to clamp his hands on those curvy hips and anchor her while they made love with her on top. The gnawing ache in his gut grew.

He watched while Angela chatted and laughed with V.J, relaxed with his brother in a way she clearly wasn’t with him. His fascination with her, which grabbed him by the throat when they met yesterday at the rehearsal, made absolutely no sense. When V.J. introduced them at the church and he saw her—the heart-shaped face framed by a widow’s peak, the long, gleaming, dark brown hair, the wide brown eyes tipped up slightly at the outer edges, the straight nose, the lush, bow-shaped lips—he felt like he’d been whammed in the ribs with a baseball bat.

Why couldn’t he escape her gravitational pull? She was beautiful, sure, but he’d dated—slept with—lots of beautiful girls in his short life. Her age—twenty-four—and the fact that she already had a political science degree and a year of law school under her belt intrigued him, but he didn’t think that accounted for her appeal, either. The only other thing he could think of was her primness. It drew him just as surely as if she’d used a giant shepherd’s hook to catch him around the waist and pull him to her. It made him want to ruffle her feathers and make her laugh.

Even though, as best man and maid of honor, they’d spent a lot of time together in the last twenty-four hours, he hadn’t really had a chance to talk to her. Worse, when the reception ended later he had no idea when he’d ever see her again. So when he saw her take a piece of cake and wander back to her seat at the head table, Justus, plagued by a nagging curiosity that refused to let him go, followed her.

 


 



Angela Dennis impulsively pulled her sister in for a hug, carefully balancing her cake plate well away from Carolyn’s pristine white gown. She felt absurdly pleased they’d navigated the last week without any major blowups, as if they’d jointly summited Everest and now stared down into Tibet.

“I’m so happy for you,” she whispered.

Carolyn smiled beatifically. “This will be you one day. I’ll be matron of honor at your wedding when you find someone as wonderful as V.J.”

I doubt it, Angela thought as she let her sister go and turned away. Of course Carolyn couldn’t imagine any fate more glorious for her baby sister than for Angela to follow along the path she’d blazed. But she’d had enough of following in Carolyn’s footsteps for a while—she couldn’t think of anything she’d ever done that Carolyn hadn’t done first and better, so it was time she found her own path. If Carolyn’s greatest ambition was to be a wife and mother, well, fine. Angela would be the career woman in the family. At least for the foreseeable future.

Teetering dangerously on the four-inch stiletto sandals Carolyn had picked for her attendants to wear, Angela found her place at the table, sank gratefully into the high-backed, white slip cloth-covered chair and looked self-consciously around. For the moment the long table was empty and she felt a little awkward sitting by herself, but others would join her soon. No signs of Justus, thank goodness. For reasons she didn’t care to examine, Justus agitated her, and she’d decided to avoid him for the rest of the night. Angling her hips a little to the left to accommodate the table, she stretched out her tired legs, crossed them, and arranged her skirts. Hopefully the back of her dress wasn’t getting too wrinkled, not that it mattered after tonight.

A movement caught her eye. Justus, with an arrested expression on his face, loomed over her like the Empire State Building. She stiffened. As she watched, his gaze traveled slowly up her legs and the rest of her body before it settled on her face. Their gazes locked and paralysis set in. Heat crept up her neck and over her cheeks, then shivered down her body. What could he want? He wasn’t going to sit here, was he? With her?

“Hey,” he said, his deep voice easily slicing through the babbling crowd and music.

“Hi,” she managed weakly.

Was he raised by wolves? Without any invitation at all, he ignored all the other empty spots at the table, pulled out the chair right next to her, and sat down, putting his champagne glass on the table in front of him. His long arms and legs shrunk the table as if he’d cut it in half with a saw, and immediately her body went into heightened alert. One of his knees lightly brushed her thigh as he settled himself, and she drew up a little, resisting the urge to pick up her chair and move away.

He was very tall. If she had to guess she’d say he was at least six-four. She’d thought she’d gotten used to his size by now; after all they’d walked, arms linked, together down the aisle today. But she hadn’t adjusted to his height, or the broad shoulders, or the long, long legs, any more than she could adjust if a lion moved into her apartment. She stared, her cake forgotten.

Amusement appeared in his eyes after a lengthy silence. “So ... how’s the cake?”

“Cake?”

One dark, heavy eyebrow went skyward; he laughed. “Yeah, cake. Or whatever you’re calling that stuff on your plate.”

Oh! Her cake! Relieved to have something else to look at besides his wide, boyish grin, she looked at her plate.

The problem with Justus, which she’d avoided diagnosing until this very second, was that he was way too attractive, especially for a teenager. His velvety chestnut skin was perfectly smooth; apparently he’d never gotten the memo about teens having acne. His short black hair grew in a straight hairline across his forehead. But his skin and hair, nice as they were, weren’t the problem. No, the problem began with his hooded black eyes and climaxed with his full, sensual mouth. His straight nose she could live with. But the mischief in his eyes, the delight in his gleaming white smile, the energy he exuded like a pheromone, well, those things made it impossible for her to look him in the face for more than half a second at a time. Worse, they made her want to squirm in her seat.

Sheepishly, she picked up her fork and cut a corner of cake. “I haven’t tried it yet.” She shoveled it in her mouth, smearing icing on the outer corner of her lips. “Oh.” The dense lemony cake dissolved on her tongue, sending a delightful rush of sugar to her head and veins. “Ummm.” She smiled a little; with the tip of her tongue she licked the edge of her mouth. “It’s wonderful.” She took another bite.

“Because—” Justus’s voice sounded a little hoarse; his face seemed strained, his eyes brighter all of the sudden, his skin flushed, but of course all these bodies moving around heated the ballroom like a furnace. He cleared his throat. “I was thinking of the chocolate.”

“No,” she told him. “I definitely recommend the lemon crème.”

After a minute he lounged in his chair, throwing his arm over the back. “How’s law school?”

She dabbed her mouth with her napkin. “I like it. And you! Playing ball at XU in the fall—you must be so excited!”

Smiling broadly, he dropped his head as if embarrassed. “Yeah.”

“You’re still going to get your degree, though, aren’t you? Because if you get injured—”

“Absolutely.” He nodded firmly. “That’s the point of college, isn’t it?”

“Absolutely.” A flash of mutual understanding pulsed between them; they smiled. “So what do you want to do when you graduate? Do you think you’ll be drafted?”

He shuddered as if being drafted into the NBA was the single worst thing that could happen to him. “No way. I want to open my own gym. Be a personal trainer.”

Something told her he would be very good at it. His relaxed manner, his way with people, his athletic experience. “Yeah.” She nodded her head with approval. “I think that’s the perfect job for you.”

“You think so?” he asked excitedly, as if she’d told him he’d make an excellent president. “Because my father wants me to be a lawyer, like him and V.J.”

Angela snorted indelicately. This boy had about as much business being a lawyer as she had being an Olympic bobsledder—anyone with two eyes could see that. “What’s the world need with another lawyer?”

A slow, wide smile dawned across his face and her answering smile felt as natural as taking her next breath. His gaze strayed back to her mouth; his smile faded. “There’s a little”—his hand came down from the back of his chair and, cupping her chin with his fingers, he gently brushed the corner of her lips with his thumb—“icing.”

Angela jumped as if he’d pitched a kettle of boiling water at her face. Unthinkably, her skin heated with pleasure. She jerked away and wiped her mouth again. “Thanks.”

Justus watched her, a terrible, speculative gleam in his eye, but said nothing.

The lights dimmed, creating a halo around the flickering candles throughout the room. Suddenly Angela felt bewitched; the food, champagne, wine, and music—the excitement in the air converged and crystallized into an enchanted world where anything seemed possible. She sighed breathlessly, a half-smile on her lips. Over on the dance floor, V.J. and Carolyn took their places under the spotlight, and the jazz combo started playing “When I Fall in Love.” Angela stared at them, acutely aware of Justus’s gaze riveted to her face. Something deep in her belly fluttered to life. This wasn’t the first time he’d stared at her. A couple of other times she’d caught his eye and he’d hastily looked away as if she’d caught him playing with himself in public. If she didn’t know better she’d almost think he was attracted to her. Ridiculous.

Anyway, he had a girlfriend. Her stomach clenched, inexplicably protesting the idea. “Where’s Carla?” she asked, turning back to him at last. “I haven’t seen her tonight.” Uncrossing her legs, she scooted forward a little in her seat and picked up her fork again.

“Dunno.” Justus leaned closer and planted his elbows on the table, staring openly at her.

She couldn’t shake the idea he’d done it just to unsettle her and see what kind of reaction he could provoke. She felt crowded again—almost trapped. Worse, she felt the heat radiating off his powerful arm and onto her bare skin. Her flesh—not just her left arm but every inch of her skin—tingled into awareness. With an awkward, jerky movement she smoothed her hair just to get her goose-bumped arm away from him; she shivered.

“Cold?” he asked, that awful, speculative look in his eyes again.

“No.” She looked away, studying the far side of the room but seeing nothing. Still he stared at her. She fidgeted, thoroughly flustered now. “You don’t sound like you care where your girlfriend is.” She carefully refolded her napkin in her lap. “What if she’s decided you weren’t paying her enough attention and left with someone else?”

He laughed, shrugging those endless shoulders. “Maybe I’d care more if she was really my girlfriend instead of just some girl I have sex with.”

Scandalized, Angela gaped at him. “Wha—?”

“Yes?” He leaned in closer, gleefully enjoying her discomfort.

She looked wildly around, half wondering whether she wasn’t the unfortunate victim of a prank on some TV show. Obviously he wanted to shock her and had done an outstanding job of it; still, as his elder, she felt some obligation to be the voice of reason. “I don’t even know where to start! Does she know she’s just the girl you’re sleeping with?”

“She should,” he said, his level gaze never wavering.

A horrible thought entered her head. “There ... there aren’t any others are there?”

A bark of laughter answered her. “Do I look like a monk to you?”

No, he most certainly did not. With his earrings he actually looked like some sort of modern pirate. Nothing about his looks suggested how young he was; he clearly had street smarts far beyond his years. If she hadn’t known otherwise she would have thought he was at least twenty-five. More troublesome than his looks was his charisma, which his body couldn’t contain any more than a wire basket can contain a cumulous cloud.

“Well,” she said, huffing, “I guess I don’t need to have the safe sex talk with you, do I?”

Without a word he reached under his jacket and withdrew something from his back pants pocket. Flicking his wrist he unfurled a string of foil-wrapped condoms like a grandfather flipping open his wallet to show pictures of his grandkids. “Guess not.”

Excruciatingly conscious of the fact that they were sitting at the head table, the focal point of the entire ballroom, Angela grabbed his hand and shoved it down into his lap. “What are you doing?” she snarled, horrified.

The hateful boy just laughed, relishing her embarrassment. A couple of people from a nearby table eyed them curiously; Angela resisted the urge to crawl under the table and hide. “Come on, Duchess.” He nudged her good-naturedly with his arm before he put the condoms away. “You can go ahead and laugh. That was funny. Admit it.”

Angela crossed her arms and legs and pursed her lips. She’d never considered herself a prude, but next to Justus she felt like a cloistered nun visiting Vegas for the first time. What was wrong with youth today? Why were they so anxious to grow up? Had this child never been in the Boy Scouts? The church choir?

“It wasn’t funny, and why are you calling me Duchess?”

“Because you’re sitting like someone shoved a metal rod up your spine, like a duchess waiting for her maid to bring in the tea. You should lighten up a little, Angie.”

“Angela.”

“See?”

She could hear the laughter in his voice even though she was determined never to look him in the face again. “Well,” she said coolly, “I’m glad to see that even though you’re rude, annoying, and promiscuous, you’re smart enough to protect yourself from becoming a teenage father.”

Justus threw back his head and laughed heartily; despite herself Angela laughed, too. “I don’t smoke or do drugs or drink—”

Angela looked pointedly at his champagne glass. “What’s that? Sparkling apple juice?”

“Oh, that.” He waved a hand. “I just grabbed it to piss off my father. I can’t drink if I want to stay in shape, now can I? Anyway, the point is if I didn’t have that one little vice, I’d be damn near perfect.” He shot a glance at V.J., still twirling Carolyn on the dance floor; his smile faded, then disappeared. “Like my brother.”

Angela felt an unexpected twinge of sympathy for him; she certainly knew what it meant to live in a sibling’s shadow. Impulsively she squeezed his arm. “And what fun would that be?”

Justus’s intent gaze flew to her face again, and they stared at each other for a long, charged moment during which neither of them seemed to breathe. “Well,” she said finally, her voice unaccountably throaty, “one day you’ll fall in love and get your comeuppance for all these girls you’re just using for sex. And I hope I’m around to see it.”

He blinked furiously. “Love?” His upper lip twisted into a sneer. “That’s something that’ll never happen to me. Or marriage.”

Her heart squeezed as if someone had run it through a meat press while she wasn’t looking. She didn’t know why his feelings mattered so much to her, but they did. How could someone so young be so jaded? Who had ruined this poor boy at such a tender age?

“Why not, Justus? You make it sound like syphilis.”

His jaw flexed and tightened. Glaring off in the distance, he said, “My mother fell in love with my father and married him. He made her life hell until she died two years ago.” He turned to look at her then, and the vast bitterness in his eyes and, underneath that, the sadness, made her wince. “So if you ask me, love and marriage don’t do anybody a damn bit of good.”

“Angela!” boomed a voice behind them, sparing her beleaguered brain from having to think of any response. Startled, she swung around in her chair to see Vincent Robinson standing next to a distinguished looking older gentleman with white hair. Out of the corner of her eye she thought she saw Justus scowl. “This is Judge Meyers from federal district court. I told him you were starting your second year of law school, and he wanted to meet you.”

Angela leapt to her feet and shook the man’s hand. “So nice to meet you.”

Mr. Robinson edged in front of Justus who, strangely, remained seated. “Angela has a poli-sci background.”

Angela darted an uncomfortable glance at Justus. Though his head was slightly bowed as he stared down at his clenched hands resting on the table, she could see he’d taken on a ruddy flush. “I, uh—” she began, distracted. “I hope to be a litigator.”

“Wonderful.” Judge Meyers fished around in his inside jacket pocket. “Here’s my card. You call me, and I’ll put you in touch with a couple of people you ought to talk to.”

“Thank you.” Angela realized Mr. Robinson had completely blocked Justus from view and clearly had no intention of introducing him to the judge. A red haze of anger suddenly clouded her vision. Her opinion of Mr. Robinson, whom she’d heretofore considered merely pompous, dropped exponentially. What kind of man was this? Why would he be so rude to his own son? She leveled her most frigid glare at him; he flinched, his eyes widening slightly. Stepping deliberately around him, she smiled down at Justus, caught his elbow, and tugged it until he had no choice but to reluctantly stand up.

“Judge Meyers, have you met my friend—”

Mr. Robinson smiled broadly, stepped forward, and clapped Justus on the back as if he’d intended all along to introduce him. “My youngest son, Justus.”

Justus smiled bravely, but his strained face and drooping shoulders broke her heart. More unbearable was the fact that the mischievous glint had left his eyes, which were now dark and flat. He was obviously deeply wounded by his father’s treatment and in that moment Angela hated Mr. Robinson.

Justus took the judge’s hand. “How are you?” he asked politely.

“Well,” Mr. Robinson said, steering the judge toward another table, “let’s go over here and say hello.” The two men moved away.

Justus shoved his hands deep in his pockets and stared fixedly at the tips of his shiny black shoes. Angela’s chest constricted painfully and she discovered, much to her surprise, she infinitely preferred the brash, cocky Justus to this wounded, brooding one. “You and your father don’t get along, do you?” she asked quietly.

Still looking down at the floor, he shook his head. “Nope.”

She stepped closer. “Well, that’s his loss, isn’t it?”

Justus’s head jerked up; their gazes locked and held for a long, heated moment.

Spellbound, Angela wondered what, exactly, this young man had done to her. She wanted both to throw herself into the moment with him and see where it would take them, and also to run away and never see him again. She wanted—

Across the ballroom, a singer in a gleaming, white satin bias-cut gown with a gardenia in her hair joined the jazz trio and reached for the microphone, heightening Angela’s sense of enchantment. Was it Billie Holiday? If so, she wasn’t surprised. It wasn’t, of course, but the husky alto voice singing one of her favorite Louis Armstrong songs, “A Kiss to Build a Dream On,” sent chills up and down Angela’s spine just the same.

“Dance with me, Duchess.” He caught her hand and an excruciating jolt of awareness shot up her arm, pooled in her belly and throat, and became an ache. Against all her better judgment she let Justus, his intense black gaze still locked with hers, tug her as he backed up to the dance floor. Once there, he reeled her in and slid his big hand, fingers splayed, slowly down her bare back to her waist.

Shivering with desire, she stared up at him and tried to fight her terrible attraction. There was no point in pretending it was anything else. Her head knew he was underage, but her body—her throbbing breasts, her soaking wet sex, her pounding heart—refused to believe it.

His gaze flickered to her mouth and she felt his desperate longing as strongly as she felt her own; she imagined the sweet pressure of his full lips on hers and the taste of the champagne in his mouth until her loins tightened painfully. As if the small distance between them had become too great, he pulled her closer until they stood thigh to thigh, chest to chest. She went willingly. Every inch of him was hard and powerful, as if an oak tree had leaned down to wrap her in its branches—except no oak tree had ever felt so warm and vibrant, so right. Bending his head a little, he pressed one warm cheek to her forehead. He smelled delicious—spicy, citrusy, sophisticated. She breathed deeply; if nothing else, she would take his scent into her body.

When he spoke his voice was so soft she thought at first she’d only imagined it. “You’re so beautiful,” he said, exhaling slowly, “it hurts to look at you.” She sighed helplessly, swaying into him, wishing—desperately wishing—she could ask him to come home and make love to her.

Before her eyes drifted closed she saw that the couples surrounding them were all engrossed with their own partners and paid them no attention. Had a more romantic setting ever existed? What had ever happened to his girlfriend? She didn’t know and didn’t care, as long as Carla didn’t interrupt this moment. One distant corner of her mind warned she had gone too far, dancing with a minor like this, but she couldn’t make herself care; she was just grateful she’d somehow resisted the strong urge to press her hips against his.

It was over much too soon. When the song ended she stepped out of his resisting arms and looked up into his stunned, strained, and ravenous face. He wanted her, too. She had the uncomfortable certainty this boy knew far more about making love than she did and, worse, he would be an exceptional teacher.

“Justus?”

The plaintive voice announced the reappearance of his long-lost girlfriend, Carla, in her skin tight, slinky, slitted red dress. Carla would have Justus moving inside her tonight, not her. Never her. Angela’s fingers itched to curl into claws and scratch the girl’s pretty doe eyes out. Determined to forget this terrible night when she’d felt such a powerful sexual attraction to a minor, Angela turned and, without a word, burrowed into the crowd to put as much distance between them as possible.

Justus, ignoring Carla, stared after Angela until she disappeared, grateful his buttoned jacket hid his violent arousal. Angela. He wanted her—more than he wanted Carla or anyone else, more than he wanted to leave home, more, even, than he wanted to tell his father to stay out of his life. He wanted her back in his arms so he could feel her ample breasts against his chest again; so he could touch her bare back and wonder where the silk of her dress ended and that of her skin began.

As he walked off the dance floor with Carla, he swore to himself that one day—he had no idea where or when—he and Angela would finish what they’d started tonight.




Chapter 1

Present Day

 



Angela’s life fell apart with a one-two punch at the end of November.

The first blow fell halfway through dinner at her favorite Italian restaurant.

It started out the same as any other Friday night. They arrived right at six-thirty, the perfect time for dinner; the early hour allowed time for their food to digest and gave them the option of going to a movie around eight, if the mood struck. The server seated them at a very nice booth near the huge picture window overlooking the duck pond. Someone had decorated the dining room for the holidays, and tiny white lights framed the window and swooped in and out of the limbs of strategically placed ficus trees. Jazzy Christmas tunes played over the speakers. As soon as they sat she began to relax and feel the week’s pressures slip away.

Her icy Riesling tasted tart and crisp, the sourdough rolls, appropriately crunchy on the outside and spongy on the inside, melted in her mouth, and her Caesar salad—once she sent it to the kitchen for more lemon in her dressing—was delicious. Tonight promised to be perfect.

“I can’t marry you,” said Ronald White IV, her boyfriend of three years, the man she’d thought would give her a diamond ring for Christmas. “I—I don’t want to get married. It’s not you—it’s me.”

Angela very carefully swallowed her mouthful of wine and put her glass on the table. She stared at Ronnie, positive she’d misheard. Her first reaction was to snort with laughter, but he seemed serious. He looked the same as ever: fair skin, curly black hair, and mustache that were the products of his mixed parentage, earnest brown eyes behind his wireless glasses, pin-striped charcoal-gray suit, her favorite yellow bow tie. Nothing about him indicated he was about to pull the rug out from under her life.

“What did you say?”

“I know we’ve talked about it,” he continued, planting his elbows on the table and steepling his fingers in that nervous habit she hated, “but I’m not ready. I just—I’m sorry.”

Angela’s heart fell through her stomach; she threw her hand over her belly as if to protect it from any further revelations. “You—you don’t love me anymore?”

“Of course I do,” Ronnie cried in his squeaky voice, a slight sheen of perspiration appearing on his forehead. He was clearly nervous but determined to dispatch her in as professional and upbeat a manner as possible. “I just need some time to, you know, concentrate on my career right now. It’s not you. It’s me. I’m not even sure I’ll ever get married.”

Too shaken to speak, Angela just sat there, gaping and digesting his words. She knew what the platitudes meant; she’d watched Oprah and Dr. Phil and read Dear Abby long enough to know what Ronnie didn’t have the guts to tell her to her face: while he may care about her, he wasn’t in love with her and would never marry her. Since most men got married eventually, he would likely marry someone else, probably sooner rather than later. Her mind flashed to all the times in the past three months he’d worked really late—maybe he had her replacement lined up already. Was that it? Ronnie hated being alone; he would never cut her loose unless he had something in the pipeline.

Horrified, she cried, “Is there someone—”

A figure stepped up to their table. “Angela? Is that you?”

Frowning at the interruption, Angela looked up and gasped. Justus smiled with surprise and delight; she recognized him immediately even though she hadn’t seen him since her sister’s wedding. Dressed in a black turtleneck sweater and gray wool slacks, he was as tall and handsome as ever, although he seemed to have filled out a little and was no longer so wiry; he’d replaced his flashy ear studs with one small hoop in his left ear.

He stood with a tall, thin but shapely woman who kept her arm linked possessively with his, as if she feared he’d run away if she let go. Upset as she was, Angela still noticed that the beautiful woman’s sleeveless black sheath with square neckline perfectly complemented her perfect hair, nails, and makeup. One glance at the woman’s bosom, which was crammed into the low-cut dress and shoved somewhere up near her throat, told her what Justus would be doing later tonight. In her functional but decidedly untrendy black silk wrap dress, Angela felt like she’d just stepped out of the pages of Working Woman next to this Essence cover girl.

Angela managed a crooked smile and tried to swallow the huge lump in her throat. “Justus! How are you?”

Justus’s searching gaze met hers and skimmed over her features so thoroughly she lost all hope of hiding her upset from him. His grin faded and his brows lowered; he darted an accusatory look at Ronnie. “I think I’m doing better than you. Are you okay?”

Thoroughly embarrassed now, she gave him a dazzling why-would-you-ask-such-a-question-I’ve-never-been-better smile. “Of course!” She indicated Ronnie. “This is my good friend Ronald White. Ron, this is Justus Robinson, my sister’s husband’s brother.”

Ron stood and shook Justus’s hand; he was shorter than Justus, of course—everyone was. She thought she saw Justus’s jaw tighten slightly as he discreetly looked Ron over, but of course she must be mistaken. Justus turned to his girlfriend. “Janet Walker, this is Angela Dennis and Ron White.” They all murmured pleasantries while Angela desperately wished Justus would take his arm candy and leave so she and Ronnie could talk. Any other time she’d have been glad to see him and eager to hear about what he’d been up to, but not tonight.

After a moment of awkward silence, Justus took the hint. “Well.” He pressed his hand to Janelle’s? Jane’s? Janet’s? back. “Good to see you,” he told Angela, then steered the woman toward their server who stood, menus in hand, waiting patiently at a booth catty-corner to theirs.

She immediately turned back to Ron, who squared his shoulders and regarded her warily. “Is there someone else, Ronnie? Is that what this is about?”

“Of course not!” He managed to sound outraged, as if she’d accused him of cannibalism, but his gaze darted away from hers. “But ... I need some time to get my head together.”

Angela made a strangled sound. Oh, God, he was lying. Right to her face.

Random thoughts churned uselessly in her brain. Everything he’d said tonight was a lie—except for the part about not wanting to marry her. That was true. He didn’t love her, even though he’d told her for years that he did. So he’d either fallen out of love with her, or he’d never loved her in the first place, both options equally appalling.

Hysteria bubbled up from her chest, with anger close behind; she cried out with outrage and people nearby looked at her curiously. “So that’s it?” she demanded, her voice louder than she’d intended. Ronnie cringed. Justus, now sitting facing them, stared openly, not even bothering to pretend he wasn’t listening to their conversation.

Embarrassed—she must never, never make a scene in public, no matter how upset she was—she planted her elbows on the table and rubbed her forehead with shaking hands. “After three years and telling me you wanted to get married when the time was right and stringing me along—that’s it?”

“No, Angela.” Ronnie reached over the table and tried to stroke her hand soothingly, but she snatched it away, sending her glass of Riesling crashing to the tile floor with a loud, wet crash. The attention of every single person in the room now riveted on them. A worried looking server scurried over to sop up the mess.

Angela barely noticed. How could this happen to her? She and Ronnie were the perfect couple—everyone always said so. She was a lawyer, he was a doctor. They both loved Martha’s Vineyard in August and the opera and movies. They were both staunch Democrats and worked at the homeless shelter every Thanksgiving. Sure, they’d never been able to spend as much time together as they would have liked, but that was only because they both worked so hard on their careers. They’d always been on the same page ... until now. Now Ronnie, the man she loved, her best friend, the man whose children she’d thought she’d bear, had thrown a stick of lit dynamite into the middle of their relationship and blown it up.

Her breath came in gasps—she couldn’t seem to expand her lungs all the way—and she wondered if she would have the first panic attack of her life. She clutched the edges of the table and tried to get a grip on herself. Ronnie shifted uncomfortably in his seat; Justus stared. Twenty feet away the kitchen door swung open and their server marched through it. Three lifetimes ago, before her known world ended, she’d ordered the veal Marsala. The server strode purposefully toward them balancing their food high on a tray, as if the advent of some protein and a nice pasta would stop her from making any more of a scene.

Ronnie cleared his throat. “So I was hoping we could still ... be friends.”

The final insult. With a sob, Angela jumped to her feet, snatched her purse and coat from the back of her chair and, ignoring Ron’s voice calling after her, ran from the dining room. Only when she passed the hostess station did it occur to her she had no way to get home—Ronnie drove tonight. Angela whirled left and right, desperately looking for someplace to hide. Her choices were limited: the standing-room-only bar or the ladies’ room. Jerking open the heavy ladies’ room door, Angela looked over her shoulder to the hostess. The poor woman’s eyes widened into baseballs and Angela could see she wished she could crouch behind her stand and disappear.

“Please call me a cab,” Angela managed before she ducked inside.

The restroom was a fancy deal that had probably required its own decorator: the outer room featured a loveseat and overstuffed chairs arranged around a heavy coffee table on a rug. Over on the granite countertop framed by a large mirror with elegant light fixtures sat enough toiletries and feminine products to stock a day spa. Two well-dressed women of a certain age primped and chattered in front of the mirror. When they saw Angela they froze. Immediately Angela felt worse—as much on display here in the lousy john as she’d been out there. A crying mess did not belong in this lovely sanctuary.

One woman’s hand went to her throat. “Are—are you okay, miss?”

Embarrassed, Angela snatched a tissue from the counter and sank onto the loveseat. Crossing her legs, as if crying in the bathroom was the most normal thing in the world, she said, “I’m fine, thanks. I just need a minute.”

The women, obviously relieved not to be called into some sort of uncomfortable service, nodded, shoveled their makeup back into their designer handbags, and hurried out before Angela changed her mind. When the door swung silently shut behind them, Angela collapsed back against the cushions and reviewed the wreckage of her so-called life.

It was all over now; at thirty-four she was no spring chicken and had probably just missed the last train out of spinsterhood. She’d never find someone else now! And even if she met someone tomorrow, it’d be years until they’d dated, gotten to know each other, and married. Her eggs didn’t have years! And even if they did, she didn’t want to be a forty-five-year-old first-time mother! And she didn’t want to be a single mother! And she didn’t want to adopt; she could never love another woman’s child like her own.

Groaning, she threw her hand over her face. How would she spend the holidays? Who would she kiss on New Year’s Eve? When would she ever get flowers and candy again for Valentine’s Day? She thought of the impending loneliness and embarrassment when she told her friends and colleagues of her split with Ronnie. They’d feel sorry for her and immediately start to fix her up on blind dates with their loser single friends because all the good men were taken! People said it wasn’t true, but it was! The men she’d consider dating—the good men, the ones worth having, the ones with advanced degrees, like her, the professionals, the doctors, lawyers, architects, accountants, executives—had been snatched up years ago! They were on their second or third child by now!

Suddenly waves of nausea overwhelmed her and she sat up and gagged; by sheer force of will she stopped herself from retching. Angry now, she swiped her wet face with her hands and took several deep breaths. She would not let Ronald White do this to her. No, she certainly would not. If only the cab would come! She just needed to get home so she—

“Angela!”

She twisted in her seat and saw Justus poke his head in the door. Oh, God—not Justus. Not now. She really wasn’t in the mood to talk and she must look a fright; she quickly ran her fingertips under her eyes and wiped off the black mascara she knew must be trailing down her cheeks. “I’m fine.” She smiled a bright, false smile. “I’m going home in a minute.”

Justus stared disbelievingly at her for a long moment as if trying to decide exactly how big a liar she was. Finally his mouth twisted down and he came inside, ignoring her surprised splutter. She braced herself for his invasion.




Chapter 2

All broad shoulders, long legs, hard planes and angles, Justus looked ridiculous in this bastion of femininity—like a stallion in Victoria’s Secret. He regarded her gravely, clearly worried. After a minute some of his tension eased, as if he felt satisfied she wasn’t contemplating homicide or suicide. A smile softened the corners of his mouth. “I kicked his ass for you.”

For one stunned second Angela just stared at him, then she burst into hysterical laughter. She laughed until tears streamed down her face again. He grinned, but she could still see the concern in his eyes and the rigidity in his shoulders. Finally she collected herself a little and wiped her face. “Did you make him cry?”

“Squealed like a girl.”

Abruptly her mood swung back to despair; instead of laughing she made an embarrassing little choked sound. “Good.” She dropped her head, unable to stop her tears and unwilling to let him see her cry. The soggy, bedraggled mess in her hand was now useless, and she gave up all hope of repairing her face. If only she had a fresh tissue.

Justus sank onto the loveseat next to her and his hand, clutching a blindingly white handkerchief, came into her field of vision. He’d surprised her again. She jerked her head up, hesitated, then took the fine linen and wiped her nose with it. The hankie smelled like him. She remembered his spicy scent very clearly from that long-ago night.

“What’s this?”

His lips twisted with amusement. “It’s a hankie, you ignorant girl.”

Laughing again, she blotted her eyes. “I really wish you’d stop making me laugh when I’m trying to cry here.”

“I really wish you’d stop trying to cry.” As he stared at her, a flush crept over his cheeks. “He’s a fool, Angela,” he said vehemently. “You know that, don’t you?”

She quickly looked away; sympathy always had the unfortunate effect of making her cry harder, and that was the last thing she needed to do right now. “I wouldn’t take you for the handkerchief type, Justus.”

This time he laughed. “I’m quirky.”

It occurred to her that he’d interrupted his date—and dinner—to come in here and check on her. “You should go. I’m sure your girlfriend—”

He rolled his eyes. “There you go assuming again.”

Angela sighed harshly. She should have known; some things apparently never changed. “I’m sure the woman you’re having sex with later is wondering what happened to you.”

He laughed and opened his mouth to say something, but the door swung open again to admit another well-dressed woman and a brief burst of music and chatter from the crowded outer hallway. When she saw Justus she started, then huffed.

“This is the ladies’ room,” she informed him.

Justus’s gaze remained riveted on Angela’s face. “I know,” he said irritably. “I read the sign on the door when I came in.”

The woman drew herself up, preparing for an outraged rant, but Justus seemed to realize he’d been rude. He swiveled around in his seat and, focusing his hooded gaze on the woman, smiled a wide, charming, dimpled smile like the sun dawning the morning after a hurricane. “I hope you don’t mind, but we need to talk for a minute.”

The poor woman never had a chance—she melted like a Hershey’s chocolate bar left on the dashboard in August. Blushing furiously, she smiled and simpered. “Of course.” She had a difficult time peeling her gaze away from Justus as she backed out, shutting the door behind her.

Angela grunted with disbelief. “You really ought to stop.”

Still smiling, he leaned back against the cushions and studied the ceiling as if he considered it perfectly normal to spend a Friday night in a ladies’ bathroom. “Do you need a ride home?”

“I asked the hostess to call me a cab.”

“Okay,” he said reluctantly.

She felt an unexpected surge of fondness for him. “What are you—my knight in shining armor tonight?”

“Just a friend. Do you want to talk about it?”

“No.”

“I don’t know why you were with that jerk anyway. I didn’t like him.”

In the past if she’d ever heard someone make a comment like that about Ronnie she would have come out swinging. But under the circumstances, defending Ronnie was a colossal waste of time. Was there some other term for a man who broke up with his long-term girlfriend at a restaurant? She smiled tiredly. “And here it took me three years to realize he’s a jerk.”

The door swung open again, and the hostess cautiously peered inside. “Your cab is here.”

They both stood and turned to go, but Angela put her hand on his arm. She meant to thank him for looking out for her tonight, but words, suddenly, seemed inadequate. Impulsively she stood on her tiptoes and kissed his smooth, hard cheek, then wrapped her arms around his waist for a hug. She’d surprised him; she felt him stiffen, but immediately his arms went tightly around her and he held on for several seconds past the point when she would have moved away.

Finally he let her go and opened the door, his expression somber but otherwise unreadable. He didn’t look at her. She started to walk through, then paused. “Thank you, Justus. I hope your dinner isn’t cold.” He stared intently without responding and she wondered if he’d heard what she’d said. “Well.” She moved away. “Good night.”

“Angela!” He stepped closer, his face strained, and hesitated. “It’s ... good to see you,” he murmured gruffly, but she knew that wasn’t at all what he’d wanted to say.

 


 



“You’re telling me Ronnie dumped you over drinks?”

Angela balanced the cordless phone against her shoulder, squinted against the glaring morning sun streaming through the kitchen window, and rubbed her tired, gritty eyes. Exhausted didn’t seem like a big enough word to describe how she felt. When the cab dropped her off last night she’d cried bitter, angry tears for so long she half expected she’d need to go to the hospital for a hydrating saline drip. Sleep was out of the question, so she didn’t even bother. Instead, knowing nothing cleared her head like a little cleaning and the orange scent of her favorite disinfectants, she’d set to work.

She’d cleaned her two bathrooms and scrubbed the grout. Then she’d changed the linens on the bed, dusted the living room from top to bottom, shaken the rugs over the edge of the balcony, and lined her kitchen drawers with the blue-and-yellow-striped shelf paper she’d bought the other day. Only the lateness of the hour had stopped her from also vacuuming—but she didn’t think her neighbors would appreciate the noise at two in the morning.

Finally, having worn herself out a little, she’d fallen into her black wrought-iron four-poster bed—the bed where she would never again make love to Ronnie—burrowed under her crisp white hotel sheets and brick floral duvet, and lain awake until five. Then she’d gotten up, run her four miles on the treadmill in the second bedroom that served as both office and exercise room, and done two hours of paperwork so she wouldn’t have to go into the office today.

Finally, at eight, she’d called Carolyn, knowing she’d be up with Maya.

“Technically, it was over salad,” Angela told her. She stopped rubbing her lids, realizing she’d succeeded only in making her eyes tired and irritated. Blearily, she focused on the sage-taupe-and-black-speckled countertop, sprayed it liberally with cleaner and began to wipe even though it was already spotless. “He said he needed time, didn’t want to get married now, wanted to work on his career, blah, blah, blah.”

Carolyn murmured sympathetically. “So do you think it’ll all work out, or ...”

“I don’t think so. I don’t know.” Angela dropped the sponge and scowled; for the first time she could remember, cleaning—her favorite mindless, repetitive task—did nothing to settle her nerves. She was, in fact, getting more and more agitated. Throwing the sponge in the soapy dishwater, she squeezed her eyes shut and leaned against the counter. “I’m so angry right now. I just don’t know what happened.”

“Well,” Carolyn said, then stopped.

The ominous weight of the silence fell over Angela like a lead blanket; she braced herself.

“I don’t think he wants to ever marry you, Sweetie.” The words spewed forth, as if Carolyn thought they would be less toxic if she said them quickly. “V.J. and I have talked about it for years—”

“Great,” Angela muttered.

“—and we just don’t think it would take him this long to propose if he was really serious about you. For God’s sake, you’re both in your mid-thirties—”

Angela made an odd, strangled sound.

“—so what could he be waiting for? V.J. says if Ronnie had been serious he wouldn’t have let so much grass grow under his feet.”

A fresh batch of furious tears welled in Angela’s throat. She choked them back, launched herself away from the counter, picked up her broom, and jabbed at a thin spider web laced between the arms of the brass chandelier over the kitchen table. This was just great. Everyone, including Ronnie, had known for years that Ronnie would never marry her—everyone except her. The chandelier swung dangerously with an ominous tinkling noise, and she hastily dropped the broom and reached up to steady it.

“Well, why didn’t you ever say anything?” she snapped. “This whole time I’ve been—”

“Put it down, honey,” Carolyn said, her voice now muffled as if she’d put her hand over the receiver. “Put it down.”

Angela knew what that muffled phone voice meant and resisted the urge to stomp her foot in frustration. The little monster Carolyn liked to call her daughter had entered the room and the adult part of this conversation was, therefore, now over.

“Would you like to say hello to Aunt Angela?” Carolyn murmured, now speaking in that annoying squeal—Hiii-iii! How aaaaare youuuuuu!—suitable only for small children and pets. “Come here, Sweetie.”

Angela cringed and wondered how rude it would be if she hung up then called back at Maya’s naptime giving the excuse that her phone’s battery had suddenly died. Why did parents always think it was cute to put their little kids on the phone? What was the point? It wasn’t as if a preschooler was a witty conversationalist. Why didn’t they ever realize the rest of the world was never as in love with their children as they were? And why couldn’t she have the briefest conversation with her sister without Maya interrupting?

“Carolyn,” she cried quickly, “Don’t put her on the phone! I really don’t have time for this now, and—oh, hello, Maya.”

“Hi, Aunt Ang-la,” Maya said in her high-pitched singsong.

A long silence, punctuated by Maya’s heavy breathing, followed.

Angela studied her fingernails and impatiently cast around for something to say. “So ... how is school?”

“Good.”

“Wonderful.” Her obligation to speak to the child now fully discharged, it was time to move on to more important matters. “Put your mom back on the phone, please. And don’t hang up on me this time, okay?”

Carolyn’s irritated, sarcastic voice came back on the line. “Hoo-boy, Angela. Such enthusiasm. I’m going to nominate you for the aunt of the year award.”

Angela had picked up the broom and started sweeping the floor, but now she stiffened in surprise. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

Carolyn huffed in her ear; Angela braced herself for a rant. “Can you at least try to be nice to her, Angela? Maybe pretend—just for once—you have some interest in my child? You’re the only aunt Maya has! You and she are the only family I have! Do you have any idea how much it would mean to me if my sister actually liked my daughter? Can’t you do it for me?”

Furious, Angela threw the broom to the tiled floor, where it clattered. “Are you kidding me? Maya couldn’t ask for a better aunt! I’ve never missed a birthday or Christmas, and let me remind you that the American Girl doll I got her last year was not cheap! And what about the—”

“I’m not talking about spending money on her!” Carolyn’s voice rose several octaves. “I’m talking about spending time with her, getting to know her, and—”

Angela had had enough. As far as she was concerned, this whole stupid conversation had strayed way too far afield from the topic at hand, which was her ruined love life. She clutched the phone hard to her ear, ignoring the ache in her protesting fingers. In the background she heard muffled noises and Carolyn murmuring to Maya again, but she ignored that too.

“My life has been ripped to shreds and you want to talk about your daughter?” she yelled. “I don’t have time for that! I need to know why you let me spend three years—”

Carolyn made an abrupt, aborted sound, as if she wanted to scream but was determined not to make a scene in front of her daughter. Then she exploded anyway, shrieking in Angela’s ear. “When are you going to stop being so selfish? When are you going to wake up and realize it’s not all about you and your career and your romance? What will it take for you to stop being so self-centered?”

A red haze of fury clouded Angela’s vision; she resisted the urge to hurl the phone against her cheerful butter-colored wall. “Well forgive me for wanting to talk about what’s going on in my life! Forgive me for being a little upset about being dumped! How could I be such a bitch?”

A long silence followed until finally Angela wondered if Carolyn had hung up on her. “Hello?” she snarled. “Hello?”

“What did you say, Angela?” Carolyn sounded harried now. “I didn’t hear you.”

Disgusted, Angela jerked open the cabinet under the sink, fished the window cleaner out, sprayed some on a fresh cloth and attacked the window. This was the way it always went with Carolyn and her: they talked, one or the other got angry, they shouted invectives at each other, and then they moved on. If Carolyn’s attack just now had seemed a little more personal than usual, or had hit a little closer to home, Angela did not particularly want to explore the reasons why. Some dogs were best left quietly asleep.

“I want to know why you let me spend three years of my life—”

“PUT IT DOWN, MAYA!” Carolyn screeched.

Angela jerked the phone away from her ear but was still able to hear a huge, wet, crashing sound, then Carolyn yelling and Maya crying. Angela cursed; this phone call was over and she was no closer to getting any answers than ...

“I’ve got to go,” Carolyn barked. “Maya just knocked the flowers off the table.”

Of course she did. That little tyrant had more arms than an octopus family reunion and a reach to make George Foreman weep with envy. For God’s sake, why couldn’t Carolyn put her foot down with Maya every now and then and whip her into shape? The child was three and a half years old, and she ran their whole household. Everyone always cooed about Maya as if she were the cutest child to ever walk the face of the earth, but Angela knew better.

“Well, I need you, too! I’m having a personal crisis here, and I need a little of your time!”

“I’m doing the best I can, Angela!” In the background Maya’s crying increased ten points in volume. “I can’t do everything!”

It really was a shame, Angela reflected sadly, the way motherhood had reduced Carolyn to this high-strung, shrieking mess. Angela remembered a time, not so long ago, when Carolyn had been a wildly successful bond trader. She’d worn power suits and talked in complete sentences and read the newspaper. What had happened to that sophisticated human being? When she became a mother, Angela vowed, she’d do it much better than this.

Carolyn spoke calmly now, her tone conciliatory. “Look. My car’s still in the shop, but maybe V.J. can drop me off over there after dinner and we can talk for a while. He can take Maya to the mall or something. Okay?”

“Fine,” Angela said, slightly mollified. “By the way, before I forget to mention it, I saw Justus last night. What’s he been up to?”

“Oh, he just opened his gym,” Carolyn said, clearly distracted. “He’s pretty excited about that. Still screwing every woman in sight. Same as always.”

Angela laughed. “That’s what I figured. I’ll see you later.”

But Angela never spoke to her sister again.
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