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 Dedication 
 
    Thank you, reading family. I appreciate you every day, and remember this, you’re never too old to get your groove back. *wink* 
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 Chapter One 
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    The click-clack of the Christian Louboutin spiked heels announced Samiyah’s presence when she walked through the door of her mother’s three-bedroom, two-and-a-half-bathroom townhome. Composed in a black blouse and dark denim jeans, Samiyah removed her double-breasted coat and flung it over the sofa as she strolled through in search of Martha Jean.  
 
    Stepping into view, Martha Jean held up a .22 magnum revolver aimed at Samiyah.  
 
    “Mom!” Samiyah screeched, holding up her hands. “Don’t shoot. It’s me!” 
 
    Slowly, Martha Jean lowered her weapon. “You better say something when you come through my door then. You know I don’t play that.” 
 
    At 54, Martha Jean was a force to be reckoned with. She pocketed her gun and plastered a smile on her gracefully aging face.  
 
    “What brings you here today, baby?” she asked. 
 
    “Why do you have a gun?” 
 
    Martha Jean frowned. “To protect myself, why else?” she said as if it were common sense. 
 
    “From who, this is a good neighborhood. Jonas and I would’ve never moved you here if we didn’t think so.” 
 
    Martha Jean shrugged. “I don’t know these people around here, and I’m a single woman living alone. Would you rather me pretend crime doesn’t happen, even in the best of places? Or would you rather me be prepared just in case?” 
 
    Samiyah couldn’t argue with her mother there.  
 
    “I’m just saying, Mom. I don’t want you to make a mistake and shoot your only child one day. I’d like to live to see my children’s children.” 
 
    At the mention of Samiyah’s pregnancy, Martha Jean smiled. “You mean you want to be able to see your grandkids,” she corrected. 
 
    “That’s what I said.” 
 
    “No, you said children’s children.” 
 
    “That’s the same thing, Momma. I’d just rather call it a glam mom or something. I’m too young to be anybody’s grandmother.” 
 
    Martha Jean chuckled. “You won’t be by the time those babies are grown.” She twirled around and left the hallway, walking back into the room she’d sprung out of. 
 
    Samiyah followed her into what Martha Jean called her “makeup room.” It was a full bedroom designed just for Martha Jean’s vanity area. She swore when Jonas and Samiyah moved her in that it was imperative that she have one. There was floor to ceiling mirrors attached to the walls, and half of the room was used as a storage closet. Whenever her mother was inside, Samiyah figured she was playing dress up. But today she wondered what her mother was up to. 
 
    “What are you doing in here, got a hot date or something?” Samiyah asked. 
 
    “For your information,” Martha Jean’s lips rose into a pleasant smile, “I do.” 
 
    Samiyah arched a brow and sat her hands on her hips. “With who and why haven’t I been introduced to this person?” 
 
    “Oh honey, you know him. Very well.” 
 
    Samiyah gave her mother a pensive look. “Please tell me this has nothing to do with my father-in-law.” 
 
    Martha wiggled her eyebrows. “Why not? We can make him your real daddy after I’m through with him.” 
 
    Samiyah groaned. Ever since she and Jonas married, Martha Jean had been flirty with Jonas’ father Christopher Lee Rose. The man had never shown any interest in Martha Jean, only doing things that were in his nature, like being polite, offering her a helping hand when she was around, and being the charismatic gentleman that he was. It was easy to be charmed by such a man. If Christopher’s sons were a mirror of him, Samiyah could only imagine the type of enchantment Christopher could have over a woman. Especially if he could have butterflies dancing around Martha Jean’s head. The woman had been a brute and sworn off men for so long Samiyah was sure she would be alone for the rest of her life. 
 
    But to Samiyah’s horror, Martha Jean was smitten with Christopher. Imagine that. “I thought you swore off men?” Samiyah said, watching her mother apply mascara to her eyes.  
 
    “I never said that,” Martha Jean remarked. 
 
    Samiyah scoffed. “Lies,” she said. 
 
    Martha Jean turned toward her only child. “Did you just call your mother a liar?” 
 
    “I did. I’ve been on the receiving end of too many of your rants for you to stand there and blatantly lie in my face.” At the scathing look on Martha Jean’s face, Samiyah crossed her arms and stuck to her guns. “You can’t get me to backtrack because of that look. I said what I said. You’re lying. Why do you all of a sudden want a man?” 
 
    “Well, I am a woman,” Martha Jean scolded. “I did have you, didn’t I? My body still works, hell.” Martha Jean turned back to her mirror and continued to apply the mascara.  
 
    Rolling her eyes and unfolding her arms, Samiyah stepped in, taking the makeup out of Martha Jean’s hands to help her complete the look. 
 
    “And besides,” Martha Jean continued, “it’s not any man that I want. It’s that fine ass father-in-law of yours.” 
 
    Samiyah couldn’t help but smirk. “Mom, really?” she said as she continued to apply Martha’s foundation. 
 
    “Mmhmm, yes, really. You’ll have sisters and brothers in no time.” 
 
    “Eww, Mom!” 
 
    “What?” her mother shouted along with her. “Don’t you want siblings? You used to complain all the time when you were young. So now that you’re all grown and stuff you’ve changed your mind?” 
 
    Samiyah blew out a huge breath. “Mom, I have sisters and brothers. I have six brothers and seven sisters now. I don’t need you going and making more, but thanks for thinking of me,” she said sarcastically. 
 
    Martha Jean rolled her eyes. “You’re an only child, I don’t know where all of these make-believe children are you’re speaking of.” 
 
    “Whether you want to acknowledge them or not, Jonas’ brothers are now my brothers and his sisters, along with Claudia, Octavia, Santana, and Desiree. Did you forget about them?” 
 
    “Claudia, Octavia, Santana, and Desiree married into the family. They don’t count as real in-laws.” 
 
    Samiyah sat the makeup compact down and stared at her mother head-on. “Don’t you ever say that in public, especially around them. I have a hard enough time apologizing for your rudeness when you just let stuff fly out of your mouth.” 
 
    “Well stop apologizing for me then. I didn’t ask you for any favors.”  
 
    “But I’m asking you for some. Please, for the love of God, don’t.” 
 
    Martha Jean stuck her lips out as Samiyah grabbed a comb and took it through Martha’s thin gray strands that fell to her shoulders.  
 
    “I love this color on you, by the way,” Samiyah said in reference to the straight silver strands.  
 
    Martha Jean perked up. “I do, too. My hairdresser is fantastic.” 
 
    “Stylist, Mom.” 
 
    “What?” Martha Jean said. 
 
    “It’s called a stylist, not a hairdresser.” 
 
    Martha Jean poked her lip out. “I’m old school, and back in my day, we called them hairdressers not all this modern age new stuff y’all got going on.” 
 
    Samiyah sat the comb down. “Come on, Ma, let’s go.” 
 
    It was December fifteenth, ten days before Christmas, and Samiyah had shown up to take Martha Jean to their tailor so she could be fitted for a custom gown for the Jan’s Roses gala at the end of the week. Jan’s Roses was a nonprofit organization devoted to assisting families of home invasions.  
 
    It was dedicated to Jonas’ late mother Janet Rose, who passed away from a home invasion.  
 
    Martha Jean retrieved the handheld mirror and twirled to check out the back of her hair and get a close up of her makeup. 
 
    Samiyah still couldn’t believe Martha Jean was smitten with a man. Any man. Never in her thirty-four years would she have ever expected it.  
 
    “You look fine, let’s go,” Samiyah reiterated. 
 
    “Mmhmm, I’ll be the judge of that,” Marth Jean quipped.  
 
    “You act like you’re going to see him today or something.” 
 
    “I plan to facetime him as soon as you show me how to work this iPhone.” 
 
    “I wasn’t aware you had his number.” 
 
    Martha Jean smiled deviously. “I don’t tell you everything.” She turned and left the room. “Come on,” she said, tossing the words behind her. 
 
    “Lord have mercy,” Samiyah said. “Fix It, Jesus,” she whispered, walking into the hallway behind her mother. 
 
    “No need to call on the Lord,” Martha Jean surmised. “Jesus is all about family, and I’m trying to give you a bigger one.” Samiyah cringed on the inside. She hoped her mother wouldn’t get too happy about being the one for Christopher Lee Rose.  
 
    The man had been single since his wife died over twenty years ago, and for some reason, Samiyah didn’t think it would be her mother’s outstanding persona that would win him over. However, what did she know? Samiyah was simply hoping beyond hope that Martha Jean wouldn’t further embarrass herself, or her child. 
 
    “Just so you know, I think Adeline has a thing for Christopher, too,” Samiyah said in the hopes that Martha Jean would slow her roll, but that seemed to boost her sails. 
 
    Turning sharply, Martha Jean folded her arms. “That old hag ain’t got nothing on me. Christopher would be a fool to even slightly consider her.” 
 
    Adeline Stevens was Samiyah’s best friend Claudia’s mother. “I think she’s the same age as you, so you might want to hold off on the old jokes.” 
 
    Martha puffed. “Whose child are you?” she asked. “You’re supposed to be on my side. And no, that old hag,” Martha said, bucking her eyes, “is like ninety-eight or something.”  
 
    Samiyah fell into a guffaw. Crossing her hands over her stomach, she laughed heartily as they stepped outside on the front porch, and Martha locked her door. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” Martha said. 
 
    “You are.” Samiyah wrapped her arm within Martha Jean’s. “You know good and well that Adeline isn’t ninety-eight. You’re just being catty.” 
 
    “Hmph, could’ve fooled me,” she grumbled as they stepped off the porch, headed for the boutique. 
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    “Mom, you don’t have to walk with a cane. Your walker is just fine, and you look more comfortable using it. Why do you want to use the cane all of a sudden?”  
 
    Claudia Stevens asked the question to her spicy sixty-year-old mother Adeline Stevens, even though Claudia had a frightening feeling she knew the reason.  
 
    “I’m trying to be more independent,” Adeline said. “I don’t want to use a walker. It’s a crutch. A woman should be able to stand on her own two feet. What will happen when I bring home your new father if I can’t make it to the bathroom without the help of some prop?” 
 
    “Seriously, Mom, any man who deserves you would understand that you need the support. Using a walker is nothing to be ashamed of.” 
 
    “I seriously doubt that,” Adeline said, continuing to brace most of her weight on the cane as she walked. 
 
    They were in Claudia and Jaden’s three-story colonial home on the second level. After purchasing the lavish house, Jaden had turned one of the larger spaces into Adeline’s physical therapy room. At first, Adeline had put up a major fight, arguing that she didn’t need a whole room to help her out. That was six months ago. Now, Claudia couldn’t seem to get her out of the room. Whenever Claudia would go looking for her mother, she would stop there first, and most time, it’s where she would find Adeline. 
 
    “Why don’t you wait until your therapist gets here so that you can get the most out of your time?” 
 
    Adeline turned her nose up at Claudia. “For what, so she can say, ‘Put one foot in front of the other. Now how does the weight feel on that leg? If it hurts, don’t force it. Take a load off and try again’?” Adeline mocked. “As if I don’t know that already.” Adeline shook her head. “What are you all paying her for anyway? I can do this by myself.” 
 
    Claudia wasn’t going to fight with Adeline this morning. Last night, Claudia and Jaden had made love until the sun came up. She couldn’t say she was shocked to see him rise a few hours later, take a shower, and leave for Rose Bank and Trust Credit Union. As if he couldn’t take it easy. But he had, and Claudia had reveled in the soreness that thumped from her center. A smile spread across her face as she thought back to her husband’s washboard abs and the muscular thighs that grazed her flesh with each thrust inside her. A shiver ran through her, and Claudia bit down on her lip. 
 
    “What are you smiling about?” Adeline quipped. “If it’s nasty, don’t tell me.” 
 
    “Okay, then, I won’t tell you,” Claudia said, sticking her tongue out.  
 
    “That’s what I’m trying to be like. I need somebody to blow these old bones out, too.” 
 
    “Ewww!” Claudia shrieked, mortified.  
 
    “What are you talking about ewww for, child? Who you think came up with that little booty shaking dance I see you doing on my son-in-law? Me, that’s who,” Adeline fussed. “I was popping this thang on ya daddy before anybody knew what a twerk was.” 
 
    “This is so not the conversation I came here to have with you this morning,” Claudia said. 
 
    “Okay then, what is the conversation? Because from what I can see, you came in here to look over my shoulder and daydream.” 
 
    Claudia twisted her lips. “I came in here because Desiree and I are going to get fitted for our gowns for the Jan’s Roses fundraiser this weekend, and you need to come with us. It’s a wonder that the tailor can have our dresses ready the day before, but if we don’t make it to her today, we’ll have to buy something off the rack.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with buying something off the rack? That’s how you’ve always shopped. Now that you’ve married a multimillionaire, you can’t pick up a dress at the regular stores?” 
 
    Claudia pursed her lips and held back the expletive she wanted to shout.  
 
    “Of course I can, but why would I want to when I can have a dress made to fit my curves exactly? And,” Claudia said, “on top of that, with my man being a multimillionaire and all, I need and want to dress top shelf.”  
 
    “Hmm, I guess,” Adeline said, taking slow steps with her cane.  
 
    Claudia pulled her wrist up to glance at her watch.  
 
    “In thirty minutes, Desiree will be pulling up. Can I count on you to be ready by then?” 
 
    Adeline mumbled something incoherent.  
 
    “What was that?” Claudia asked. 
 
    “I won’t make any promises.”  
 
    “If you’re not ready, then I’ll have to take you to get something off the rack. And how can you make your best impression on Christopher if you’re not dressed in the best?” Knowing that would get her attention, Claudia eased a mischievous smile on her face. 
 
    Adeline stopped walking with the cane and glanced up to her daughter as an easy smile also spread across her face. “Under one condition,” Adeline said. 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “I want some of that filler stuff people put in their lips and face to make their wrinkles go away.” 
 
    Claudia’s eyes stretched. “Botox?” 
 
    “Yeah, I think that’s what it’s called.” 
 
    Claudia didn’t know how to feel. Her mother was asking for Botox injections. She was seriously taking it all the way to impress Christopher.  
 
    “You don’t need Botox. A little foundation, some eyeliner and a pop of lipstick will bring out your already sharp features, Mom.” Claudia stepped closer to her mother. “Don’t you dare be insecure. Don’t you know you’re beautiful?” 
 
    Adeline sucked her lips in. “Of course, I know I’m beautiful, I also know I have wrinkles, and no amount of makeup is going to hide that fact. Now, are you going to get me the Botox or not?” 
 
    Before Claudia could respond, Adeline went further. “If you don’t, I’ll do it myself. Might take me longer to find what I need, but I’m not a reject. I can handle it.” 
 
    Claudia could only shake her head. “I’ll ask Desiree and see what she says.” 
 
    Adeline scowled. “Why do you and Desiree think she’s my mother? Sometimes I swear you two have forgotten who birthed who.” 
 
    “We haven’t forgotten, Mom, but since Desiree and I have repaired our broken relationship, we keep each other in the loop. She would be outraged if I took you to get Botox without informing her or at least asking her opinion.” 
 
    Adeline scoffed again and pursed her lips as Claudia glanced at her watch again. 
 
    “Can you be ready in twenty minutes, please?” Without waiting for an answer, Claudia turned and left the room. 
 
    Behind her back, Adeline mumbled, “When I’m done with Christopher Lee Rose, I’ll show you how to keep a man.” 
 
    Pivoting with her cane, Adeline continued to put one foot in front of the other, determined to be the winner of Christopher’s heart. 
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    Across town, Phoebe Alexandria Rose glided into the Riverside Sport Fitness Center and signed her name into the machine.  
 
    “Good morning Ms. Rose, how are you today?”  
 
    “Phoebe, the name’s Phoebe.” 
 
    Lisa Mano, the receptionist, smiled behind the desk. “You know I’ll never call you that. Why do you always try and get me to?” 
 
    “Because It’s what I’m comfortable with,” Phoebe said. “Calling me Ms. Anything makes me feel as old as my dad.” 
 
    Lisa laughed. “We all know you’re not old, honey.” 
 
    Being the eldest of triplets, Phoebe had to make sure people didn’t perceive her twenty-five years as old. Glancing around the gym, Phoebe wondered if a special someone was present today.  
 
    As if hearing her thoughts, Lisa said, “He’s here, straight to the back by the weights.”  
 
    Phoebe tapped the counter with the palm of her hand. “Thanks,” she said, sashaying toward the back in search of the man she couldn’t get her mind off of. Sailing through treadmills and incline machinery, Phoebe traipsed to a tall, lean, caramel brother who stood strong spotting for a man who was lifting weights. She tapped him on his shoulder, causing the fella to turn toward her.  
 
    “Do you mind?” she mouthed, asking if she could take the spotter’s place. 
 
    The man lifted an eyebrow and shrugged, stepping to the side. He didn’t go far in case the small framed young woman couldn’t handle the weights when it was time to lift them from his hands. Phoebe stood over Quentin Davidson. He was in full workout mode with his earphones stuck in his ears and his eyes closed. Phoebe watched as, with each bend and stretch of his arms, his muscles bulged through his dark brown smooth skin. The T-shirt he wore was thin and soaked with perspiration, and the gray sweat shorts didn’t hide the thick print that sat against his pelvis. Carnal images of them wrapped between the sheets flooded Phoebe’s mind, and instantly her crotch heated, and her nipples bristled.  
 
    He was so fine, Phoebe thought. What she would do to have him, if only for a night. Quentin was a machine, continuing to lift the weights without so much as a sign of weakening. Phoebe had been in male strip clubs that didn’t turn her on nearly as much as watching Quentin, or maybe she just had the hots for him that bad.  
 
    Deciding to switch machines, Quentin took the weights up one last time and sat them on the bar without the assistance of his spotter. His eyes opened, and sweat dripped up his nose into the corner of his eyes, blurring his vision of what he thought was an angelic figure. Sitting up, Quentin pulled a towelette off of the bench and dabbed at his eyes. When he reopened them, Phoebe stood in front of him with her foot propped on the bench he sat on.  
 
    Quentin’s gaze roamed over Phoebe’s chocolate skin. Long legs and thick thighs. She wielded no mercy on his imagination, standing there with her legs spread eagle in those skin-tight workout pants that curved to her womanly figure. Heat ballooned in his core and ran to his groin, extending the muscle in his boxer shorts. Phoebe was no longer his best friend’s young, skinny, annoying sister. She had grown nicely into a curvaceous unmistakably striking woman who threatened his very sanity every time she was near.  
 
    When she’d made the decision to workout at his gym twice a week, on the days Quentin was there, it was even more of a forbidden temptation that Quentin was having a hard time dealing with. His eyes roamed up to her bare brown belly that housed a navel ring, and he imagined his tongue swirling around the bejeweled trinket. As his brow lifted and his gaze rose over the plumpness of her breasts, Quentin held tightly to his wildwood growl. It wouldn’t be apropos to be groveling at her where she stood, no matter how bad he wanted to lift her off her feet and take her against the nearest wall.  
 
    Phoebe completed her look with a swaying ponytail that sat high on the back of her head and hung down to her neckline. It didn’t make it easier on Quentin as he imagined sinking his fingers in the long tresses and demanding she tell him she belonged to him. The possessive fury scorched his nervous system, putting him on the very edge of insanity. Quentin grew even harder as he took in her light brown eyes, perfect thin nose, and lustrous mouth and imagined the taste of her smooth polished lips. He would sink his teeth into her long brown neck and plunge into her pussy so fiercely she would cry and coat his penis with a cream he knew would be hot and sweet. Fuck, he thought. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Mr. Davidson,” her sultry voice purred. “Having a good day?” 
 
    When he realized she’d asked him a question, Quentin blinked and pulled his eyes away from her mouth.  
 
    “Splendid,” he said in a gruff tone. 
 
    Phoebe smiled. “I’m glad I caught you. I was hoping you could help me out with an exercise.” 
 
    Quentin was trying his hardest to imagine an exercise they could do in the gym, but his guttural thoughts landed them in the most erotic of activities his mind had ever conjured. Trying to save himself, Quentin took his gaze off of Phoebe completely and glanced around the gym.  
 
    “Tanner,” Quentin called. His original spotter sidled up beside him. “Can you help my friend Phoebe here with an exercise please?” 
 
    Phoebe frowned. “I asked you, Quentin Davidson,” she said pronouncing his name in slow syllables. 
 
    Quentin glanced back to her. He didn’t want to turn her down, but there was no way in hell he could stand next to her longer than a minute without swallowing her whole. Quentin needed to get a grip fast. Reaching down to grab his hand, Phoebe tugged, unaware of the power she held over him. That small connection sent more heat riding his bloodstream, and so help him, God, Quentin was definitely in trouble.  
 
    Allowing her to pull him away from the machine, Quentin tossed back over his shoulder, “It’s aight, I got it.” Tanner nodded and found his way to an elliptical machine. Once Quentin and Phoebe had made it to the dance studio doors, Quentin pulled back and looked at Phoebe questionably. 
 
    “There’s no class in there,” he said. 
 
    “I know it,” Phoebe responded. “That’s the reason we’re going into the room. So you can help me with my balance. Come on.” Phoebe tugged and dragged Quentin inside. When the door shut, the room closed in on him as he watched Phoebe traipse to a mat and stretch. Parting her legs, Phoebe kept them straight and bent to her feet with her hands touching the tips of her toes. Her derriere stretched the tights she wore, and if Quentin didn’t know any better, he would think Phoebe was trying to bring him to his knees. Being around her did some unruly things to his libido, and the dryness in his throat had him thirsting for water. 
 
    “Phoebe,” he said, his voice low and thick.  
 
    Arching her back up to stand, Phoebe turned to look at him. 
 
    “I’m going to step out and get a bottled water would you like one?” 
 
    Phoebe sauntered over to him and eased into his personal space. The warmth from her nearness spread over Quentin, and alarm bells sounded in his ears. She turned her face up to him with her arm reaching out to turn the lock on the gym door, making her intentions known. 
 
    “What was that you were saying about leaving to get some water?” she purred. 
 
    Quentin cursed, hard and volatile. “Phoebe, what are you doing?” 
 
    “What does it look like I’m doing, Quentin? Why is it every time I come around, you make yourself scarce? What’s up, you don’t like me?” She pouted her succulent lips, and Quentin grabbed her, lifting Phoebe off her feet. 
 
    “Mmmm,” she said as a moan ripped from her lips at his powerful encasement against his broad chest. 
 
    With his hands gripping a tumultuous squeeze on her ass, Quentin held on to Phoebe, and her legs spiraled around his waist. Leaning into him, Phoebe slipped her hands up his neck to allow her fingers to play in his dreads.  
 
    “You’re going to get us in a lot of trouble,” Quentin said. 
 
    Phoebe wrapped her arms around his neck, bringing his mouth mere inches from hers. “The last time I checked, you and I were grown,” she said. 
 
    “You know that won’t make a bit of difference to your brothers,” he said. 
 
    “My brothers don’t run my life, and besides, they are not here. It’s just me,” Phoebe pointed to herself, “and you.” She stuck a pointed finger into his chiseled chest. “Now what are you going to do about it?” 
 
    “You know that sexy little mouth of yours is going to get you in trouble.” 
 
    “Oh yeah,” she purred, “I’m counting on it.” 
 
    Quentin’s lids lowered to her lips, and Phoebe lifted slightly giving him more of an opening. “Shit,” he said, sinking his mouth into hers in a slow drugging kiss. The momentum of their erotic dance escalated, and Quentin entered her mouth with the prodding of his tongue. They both moaned, and their bodies torched as Phoebe ground into him. Quentin stumbled against the door, pressing her soft body against it. With his rough hands, he held her arms up and kissed down her chin to her neck. The hardness in his pants knocked against her center, begging to be set free. 
 
    With his lips on her throat, Phoebe sucked in his earlobe, causing a wicked growl to tread from him.  
 
    “God, you have no idea how long I’ve wanted this,” Phoebe said. 
 
    Pulling his lips from her skin, Quentin hovered over Phoebe with his head hung low. “We can’t do this,” he said. 
 
    Affronted after divulging a piece of how she felt, Phoebe snapped back. “What’re you talking about? I thought we moved past this?” 
 
    Quentin fought with himself, torn between passion and restraint. With all the will he could muster, he untangled Phoebe from his body and sat her on her feet. Becoming even more insulted, Phoebe took a step back and eyed him.  
 
    “You can’t be serious?” 
 
    Quentin sighed heavily. “I respect your brothers. We’re more than friends. We’re family. They would hate it if I—” 
 
    Phoebe held up her hand, silencing him. “If you don’t want me, just say that, no need to blame it on my brothers.” She whipped around to clutch the doorknob.  
 
    Quentin grabbed her arm. “Don’t do that.” 
 
    Phoebe shook her arm loose. “Whatever. I’ve got your point loud and clear. You won’t have to worry about me anymore, Mr. Davidson.” She unlocked the door and fled the room.  
 
    “Phoebe!” Quentin shouted, stepping into the hallway. Phoebe kept walking. Quentin was tempted to go after her, but his feet kept him planted like a man walking the plank.  
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 Chapter Three 
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    “Why do we always wait until the last minute to do these things, Fred?”  
 
    Fred and Sampson stood in the dressing room having their measurements taken for their tailored suits while Christopher waited outside. 
 
    “Because it’s just what we do, ain’t any need in stopping now,” Sampson responded.  
 
    “I hear ya.” The senior men grumbled back and forth.  
 
    Outside, Christopher Lee Rose looked over an Armani suit that was royal blue with a sharpness that made him appreciate the brand. Waiting on his friends Fred and Sampson was something Christopher had become accustomed to, so he moved from one item to the next with his thoughts traveling to his late wife. Years had passed since Janet’s death, and in just a short few days, they would be celebrating her through a foundation named by their sons, Jan’s Roses. The fundraiser was near to all of their hearts, which is why Christopher struggled with the news he wanted to deliver to his sons. 
 
    He was ready for another wife. One he could spend the rest of his days with, without regrets. And although Christopher believed his boys were old enough to understand, he was still unsure of how they would respond inwardly to the news. For over twenty years, it had just been him, his boys, and his girls. But Christopher longed to be with someone, and the time had come to reveal that. Christopher strolled around the store in deep thought.  
 
    Christmas seemed like as good a time as any, so he made up his mind right then to break the news to his family on that day. The phone in his pocket rang, and reaching inside his pants, Christopher removed it and answered. 
 
    “Good afternoon,” he said with deep baritone vocals. 
 
    “Hello Mr. Rose, how are you?” 
 
    “The day has found me well. Whom do I have the pleasure of speaking with?” 
 
    “Martha,” she cooed, “Martha Jean.” 
 
    “Ms. Martha Jean,” Christopher crooned, “to what do I owe the pleasure of this phone call?” 
 
    Martha Jean giggled like a teenager, and Christopher smiled with a playful grin.  
 
    “I was wondering if you didn’t have plans tonight, if you would like to get together? Maybe go out for a movie.” 
 
    “A movie?”  
 
    “Yes,” Martha Jean half sang. 
 
    “Why, Ms. Martha Jean, I’m flattered,” he said, “but unfortunately, I’m out with Fred and Sampson. They will be here for the next few weeks, and if I don’t keep an eye on them, there’s no telling what could happen.” He chuckled. “However, you will attend the fundraiser, correct?” 
 
    “Yes, I’ll be there.” 
 
    “We’re having a private dinner afterward at our home, so that means I’ll see you there as well?” 
 
    “Of course,” Martha Jean said. “I wouldn’t miss it for the world.” 
 
    “Good,” Christopher cruised.  
 
    “I’d like to send you something if you don’t mind, Mr. Rose.” 
 
    Christopher arched a brow. “What would that be?” 
 
    “Just a little something.”  
 
    Just then Christopher’s phone vibrated, and he pulled it away from his ear to look at the screen. A notification from Martha Jean’s phone number lingered in the window, and he double-tapped the display to open the message. 
 
    A picture of Martha Jean poised in a blue dress that shimmied with a sparkle in the lens of the camera flashed across his screen. Her silver hair sat on her shoulders, and her face had been beaten with a goddess like fashion. Christopher’s brows arched as his eyes settled on her transformation. She was far from the hyperactive spunky woman he was used to seeing in blue jeans, a plain shirt, and some sneakers. Even the change in her hair was different from the solid black she’d once worn.  
 
    Christopher thought back to a brief conversation he’d had with Martha Jean. One where he’d found out she dyed her hair with a dark rinse to keep the gray away.  
 
    Christopher had slipped a finger through her hair for a touch and told her, “There’s no reason for you to be ashamed of your wisdom, milady. That gray would bring out the soft hue in your brown eyes. It would be a beautiful thing and such a shame to hide.” 
 
    A smile sprinkled across his lips.  
 
    “I can be good company,” he heard her say into the phone just as he replaced it on his ear. “So, when you’re done babysitting Fred and Sampson, give me a call.” And with that Martha Jean hung up the phone.  
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    Phoebe sat across from her sisters Eden and Jasmine as they chatted about their shopping spree. Inside Ridge House Tavern a popular bar and grill that sat on Fulton’s river district, the ladies waited for the rest of their party to show up for what was becoming a weekly ritual. 
 
    A server approached the table with a bounce in her step and a gleeful smile. “Good evening, ladies,” she said. “Are you still waiting for your party, or would you like to order now?” 
 
    Eden and Jasmine glanced at each other, then to Phoebe who hadn’t paid the server much attention.  
 
    “I think we’re still waiting, but you can bring water with lemon for our party of ten please,” Jasmine spoke up. 
 
    “You can also bring a few appetizers while we wait.” Eden looked at her sisters. “Do you guys want the mozzarella sticks or…?” 
 
    Eden and Jasmine glanced back at Phoebe who was still tuned out of their conversation with her sight cast toward the doorway. 
 
    “We’ll just take the mozzarella sticks for now,” Jasmine chimed. 
 
    “I hope you don’t mind if I pry, but are you three the Rose triplets?” the server asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Eden answered quickly. No matter where the girls went, they couldn’t hide from the series of questions that were fired off whenever someone noticed they were Roses. Usually, the girls didn’t mind, but some days like this one, they just wanted to be left in peace. 
 
    “Oh my goodness. You guys are so much more beautiful in person!” the waitress squealed. 
 
    Jasmine turned her nose up. “That sounded like a backhanded compliment, and I’m not feeling it.” 
 
    Eden cut her eyes at Jasmine. “Don’t start.” 
 
    “You know I keep it real with everybody,” Jasmine retorted. She turned her attention back to the waitress. “Are you trying to say we’re not beautiful on TV or the newspapers or wherever it is you saw us?” 
 
    “Oh boy,” Eden said. She glanced to Phoebe for help but only received a faraway look from her. 
 
    “Oh, not at all!” the waitress said, embarrassed. “What I meant was, you know how pictures are. Sometimes they don’t catch you in the right light. Or you could be in the middle of a laugh, and they catch the wrong angle.” 
 
    “So, you’re saying we’re not cute when we laugh?” Jasmine continued. 
 
    “No!” the waitress fumbled. “Sometimes when I laugh, I snort, and it can be rather spooky if someone caught a picture while that was happening.” The now nervous server laughed and snorted simultaneously to prove a point, but Jasmine didn’t let up. 
 
    “So, you’re saying our pictures look spooky?” Jasmine cut her eyes at the waitress. “Can I speak to your manager please?” 
 
    “Oh God, Jasmine, let it go, we’re not doing this here,” Eden said. She glanced to the server who looked mortified at the mention of her manager. “Just stop while your ahead, honey. If you don’t mind, how about those waters and appetizers?” 
 
    “I’ll be back shortly with your order,” the server said, scurrying away.  
 
    Eden shook her head at her sister. 
 
    “What?” Jasmine said. 
 
    “Must there be an issue every time we go out?” Eden said. 
 
    “Hey, it’s not me. Take issue with the people who open their mouths and start with us.” Jasmine mumbled under her breath. “She was probably racist.” 
 
    “Oh my God,” Eden moaned. “Don’t start Jasmine, I’m not playing. I don’t want to hear your everybody’s racists rhetoric or your theory on why Colin Kaepernick doesn’t have a job. I swear to God if you start I’ll kick your ass myself.” 
 
    Mumbling under her breath, Jasmine whispered, “Hmph, you better stay woke.” Jasmine threw up a fist pump, and Eden grabbed her hand and pulled it from the air. 
 
    “I’m not playing with you, Jasmine. If you keep this up in public, I’m not coming out with you anymore. Ain’t nobody got time for that.” 
 
    “You’ll make some time for it when somebody racist come for your ass in a restaurant or grocery store. Or heaven forbid, you get pulled over by the cops.” 
 
    Turning a deeper shade of red from fury and embarrassment, Eden cut her eye at Jasmine. “Your privileged ass ain’t never been oppressed, so miss me with that, Jasmine! Our ancestors would roll over in their grave hearing you talk like that after what they went through.” Reaching across the table and snapping her fingers, Eden spoke sharply, “Earth to Phoebe!” 
 
    Bringing her attention to her sisters, Phoebe waited for Eden to respond. She hadn’t heard a thing. Her mind kept replaying being snubbed by Quentin earlier.  
 
    “What is wrong with you?” Eden said. “Didn’t you see your boyfriend today? I thought you would be in better spirits.”  
 
    Jasmine smirked at Eden’s taunting, knowing Quentin and Phoebe crushed on each other, daily sending quirky text messages and making phone calls that were supposedly a “Hi just checking on you” type of thing but never went so far as the general flirtation.  
 
    “He’s not my boyfriend,” Phoebe said nonchalantly.  
 
    Eden and Jasmine dropped their smiles. 
 
    “Uh oh, what happened?” Jasmine asked. 
 
    When Phoebe didn’t respond, the girls glanced at each other, but Eden spoke up, “Do we need to get Jonathon to kick his ass?” 
 
    Annoyed, Phoebe exhaled deeply. “No! Why would you suggest that?” 
 
    Eden shrugged. “I didn’t know if he did something that would warrant an ass tagging or not, don’t shoot me!” 
 
    Phoebe rolled her eyes. “That’s the problem right there. Everybody all in our business. Can’t have any privacy these days.” 
 
    The door to the tavern opened and in walked Samiyah and Claudia. They sauntered up to the table both clad in denim jeans and heels to die for. Samiyah still wore her double-breasted coat, and shades sat across her eyes. On Samiyah’s arm was a Dolce and Gabbana handbag, and you couldn’t tell from her catwalk that she was seven months pregnant. 
 
    On Claudia’s shoulder, a Louis Vuitton fur coat hugged her shoulders as a rich fur sat around her neck. The matching handbag and shades finished her look. 
 
    The women approached the table with easy smiles. “Ladies,” Samiyah and Claudia both chimed in a greeting. They bent down to air kiss the sides of the triplets’ faces one by one before taking their seats.  
 
    “Hey,” Eden sang, “you both are looking fierce, honey.” She snapped her fingers.  
 
    Jasmine nodded. “Yes! Looking like you just stepped out of a fashion show. You girls are definitely Roses now.” They laughed. Even Phoebe smirked at that comment. 
 
    “Jaden wouldn’t let me go back to Walmart. I told him Walmart has good things for everybody. We will need them one day.” 
 
    The ladies chuckled again. “And what did he say?” Jasmine asked. 
 
    “Talking about, nah baby, I don’t think so,” Claudia said, imitating Jaden’s voice. 
 
    The ladies laughed again. 
 
    “I told him Walmart has held me down for years, and I’ve worn some dresses from their store to one of our dates, and he didn’t even know it. You know what he told me?” 
 
    “What?” they all chimed. 
 
    “I know it. I’m just too kind to show it.” 
 
    The ladies guffawed as Claudia continued to imitate Jaden. “Besides, baby, no wife of mine will be caught dead in Walmart. Not because there’s anything wrong with the store, but can you see the headlines? Then he proceeds to hold his hands out as if looking at a headline talking about, ‘Multimillionaire Jaden Alexander Rose must not share his wealth with wife Claudia Stevens because she was seen shopping at Walmart on Sanders Boulevard today’.”  
 
    The ladies laughed harder, and Claudia shook her head.  
 
    “So here I am dressed down in a damn cat.” 
 
    More laughter rang out around the table. 
 
    “Jonas is the same way except he will go so far as to send his assistant to shop with me. As if I need help picking out fashionable clothes.”  
 
    Claudia nodded. “I wouldn’t be surprised if Jaden had someone watching me, with instructions to pop out and stop me from purchasing something that didn’t have a four-digit or higher price tag on it.” 
 
    “I didn’t know Jaden was a fur type of guy,” Samiyah said. 
 
    “He’s not really like I said four-digit tag. I grabbed the first thing I knew would keep me warm. He hasn’t even seen this yet.” 
 
    “Welcome to the family,” Eden said with Jasmine’s and Phoebe’s nods of approval.  
 
    The server reappeared with another waiter, and they placed water with lemon and appetizers around the table. As they added the items, Desiree and Santana Summers shimmied through the door, bringing a frosty wind with them. They were also dressed to the nines as they made their way to the table arms outstretched. 
 
    “Hey, hey!” they both chimed, also bending to give everyone hugs.  
 
    “I love that bob cut on you!” Claudia said to Santana.  
 
    “Do you, girl?” Santana cooed, patting her hair with a soft hand. “Josiah likes it, too, at least I think he does the way he constantly sinks his fingers into it and—” 
 
    “Eww, too much information!” Jasmine shrieked. Josiah was the youngest brother of the Rose men and had fallen madly in love with Santana over the course of the summer, and they had gotten married.  
 
    “My bad,” Santana said, “I get a little carried away. My life is like a dream now, so I can’t help but spread the love.” 
 
    “No need in spreading any of that love over here,” Jasmine said, her sisters nodding in agreement. 
 
    Samiyah, Claudia, and Desiree snickered. 
 
    “So tell me about your pregnancy, how’s it going?” Eden asked. 
 
    “Honestly,” Samiyah said, “I’ve never been more uncomfortable and in love at the same time. It’s pretty weird. On the one hand, my body has a mind of its own as it makes way for the little life inside of me, but on the other hand, to feel kicks and tumbles in my belly is life altering altogether.” 
 
    The ladies swooned as they nodded.  
 
    “One day,” Phoebe cooed. 
 
    Everyone turned their attention to her. 
 
    “One day what?” Jasmine asked. Neither Jasmine nor Eden had known their doppelganger to want children. As a matter a fact, Phoebe used to twist her nose in mock horror when she would encounter kids at the grocery store before she swore off going on her own and opted to send someone for her. 
 
    “What do you think?” Phoebe said. 
 
    “You want kids now?” Jasmine asked. 
 
    “With someone special.” 
 
    “Wow, sis, you’re really into Quentin, huh?” Jasmine retorted. 
 
    “You know he is the biggest playboy of all of our brothers combined. I thought you guys were just flirting with each other, but I don’t think you should invest in a life with him,” Eden said. 
 
    The table became quiet as Phoebe cut her eyes to Eden. “Well it’s a good thing I don’t pay you to think, now isn’t it?” 
 
    “Time out,” Jasmine intervened. “Before this turns into a battle of the witches, I’d like to point out that people change all the time. Just because Quentin is a flirt—” 
 
    “With everybody in town,” Eden mumbled, rolling her eyes. 
 
    Jasmine spoke over her, “THAT doesn’t mean he can’t be with one person. Just look at Josiah. Our brother ran a close second with Quentin and look at him now.” 
 
    “Besides, that, Eden should just mind her own business,” Phoebe said. 
 
    Eden went to respond, and Jasmine held up a finger to her lips. “Cut it,” Jasmine said. 
 
    Eden exhaled and swatted Jasmine’s hand before sitting back against her chair.  
 
    “In other news,” Jasmine stated as an attempt to move the subject. 
 
    “I believe our mothers are fighting over who will win Christopher’s heart,” Claudia blurted. 
 
    Samiyah shook her head. “Yes, they are. I can’t quite figure out why all of a sudden Martha Jean wants a man.” 
 
    Desiree spoke up. “Oh, I can answer that question for you. It because Christopher’s not just any man. He’s a Rose and let’s face it, all the Rose men have that swagger that makes you melt where you stand. Nobody’s immune, even Martha Jean,” Desiree finished. 
 
    “Oh God,” Eden moaned. “We are not talking about my father right now.” 
 
    The ladies chuckled.  
 
    “Sorry, sis, but your dad is hot as hell,” Desiree chimed. “Don’t tell Julian I said that.” 
 
    They all laughed.  
 
    “I’m telling,” Claudia said. 
 
    “Shut up,” Desiree returned. 
 
    “I’m just saying be for real, Christopher is a direct replica of his sons combined. Fifty-seven years old or not, if you walked past him on the streets, you’d have to do a doubletake thinking he was also a Rose brother,” Desiree said. 
 
    “I’ll have to agree,” Santana added. “Christopher is knockout gorgeous. If my mom wasn’t married to my father, she would’ve thrown her hat into the ring, too.” 
 
    “Oh God,” Jasmine moaned. “Honestly, I don’t think my father wants a relationship. He’s been single ever since…”  
 
    The table grew quiet as they all knew how that sentence ended.  
 
    “That doesn’t necessarily mean he’s not interested. Maybe he just hasn’t met the right one,” Santana added. 
 
    “Or maybe, he enjoys being alone,” Eden added, unable to imagine her father with anyone. 
 
    “Regardless, Martha Jean and Adeline seem hell-bent on winning his affection,” Samiyah said, “and I’ve told my mother more than once not to get her hopes up. You know what she told me?” Samiyah imitated Martha Jean: “‘I’m trying to make him your real daddy’.” The ladies chuckled. “As if her marrying into the family is more authentic than my marriage into the family.” Samiyah shook her head as the ladies continued to laugh. 
 
    “Girl, I’m hungry,” Desiree said, “Where is Octavia, Selena, and Carla?” she asked, posing the question in Santana’s direction.  
 
    “I spoke to Carla on the way over here, and she’s been called into work. Selena and Octavia were supposed to be on their way.” 
 
    “Call them again please, I’m starving,” Desiree said. 
 
    Samiyah’s phone rang at the same time Claudia’s and Octavia’s phones rang.  
 
    “Hello,” they said simultaneously before listening carefully.  
 
    A sudden blush fell over Claudia’s face while the rest of the girls smiled and exchanged glances.  
 
    “Okay, see you soon,” Samiyah said, hanging up. 
 
    One by one, they all ended their calls. 
 
    “What was that about?” Jasmine asked. 
 
    “Our husbands have confiscated Octavia and Selena. They’re at Charlie’s on Fifth and Grand,” Samiyah said. “They have a room in the back and want us to meet them over there.” 
 
    “We didn’t get a call,” Jasmine said. “Does that mean we’re not invited?” 
 
    Santana chuckled and took a sip of her water as she stood. 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous,” Claudia said. 
 
    “Right,” Desiree agreed, also standing, “as if you girls need an invitation.” 
 
    Eden shrugged. “You’re right.” She stood and whistled for the waitress. “Can you bring us the ticket please? It looks like we’ll be dining somewhere else.” 
 
    Immediately, the waitress looked nervous as if her earlier comments had caused the ladies to leave.  
 
    “It has nothing to do with you,” Eden reassured.  
 
    “Not that it shouldn’t,” Jasmine mumbled. 
 
    Eden pinned Jasmine with a look. “I swear to God,” she warned. 
 
    Jasmine pursed her lips and slipped the strap of her purse on her shoulder. “Whatever, don’t mind me,” she said. 
 
    “Is Quentin going to be there?” Phoebe asked. 
 
    All eyes turned to Phoebe. “I’m not sure, Jonas didn’t say,” Samiyah said. “Do you want him to be there?” 
 
    Phoebe huffed and pushed back from the table to stand. “No, I don’t.” 
 
    The ladies all glanced around at each other. 
 
    “Okay, what has he done to you?” Jasmine said. 
 
    “I don’t want to talk about it. Let’s just go,” Phoebe said, walking away from the table. 
 
    “Should we be worried about her?” Eden asked Jasmine. 
 
    “We’re triplets. That’s all we do is worry about each other.” 
 
    “I know this is not the opportune moment to say this, but it’s been on my mind the last couple of times I’ve seen you three,” Santana said. “I’m so glad you guys started dressing differently. I can now honestly say I can tell you apart.” She eyed Eden and Jasmine. “Sometimes.” 
 
    The ladies chuckled as Eden and Jasmine rolled their eyes. The waitress strolled back to the table with the check, and Eden handed her two twenty-dollar bills. The check was made up of water and appetizers and wasn’t over fifteen dollars. 
 
    “Keep the change,” Eden said. 
 
    “Thank you,” the waitress chimed. 
 
    “Not that you deserve a tip,” Jasmine reiterated. 
 
    Eden grabbed her sister’s arm and pulled her from the restaurant with Samiyah, Claudia, Desiree, and Santana laughing in tow. 
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    The doorbell sounded throughout the house, and Adeline Stevens had no idea where London, her part-time caregiver, was in the massive home. With her cane, Adeline limped down the long corridor to the front door. It was a good thing she was on the first level because trying to descend the stairs would’ve taken so long whoever was out front would be gone by the time Adeline arrived. The doorbell rang again incessantly.  
 
    “I’m coming!” Adeline shouted with a scowl.  
 
    She’d been waiting on her manicurist to show up to take care of her hands and feet. But the manicurist had yet to make it. It was important for Adeline to look and feel her best, especially since it had felt like decades since Adeline found any interest in a man. Most of them were all the same, in Adeline’s opinion. But from the moment she met her sons-in-law Jaden and Julian, Adeline knew she wanted to sink her claws into Christopher.  
 
    Jaden and Julian were in a league of their own. Nice men with graceful mannerisms, and Adeline could tell instantly they’d grown up in a loving household that was firm with a solid foundation. She wanted to meet the man behind their upbringing, and when she did, Adeline made it her business to feel Christopher out. At first, Adeline couldn’t understand why the man had been single for so long. But when she’d heard the story about his late wife, she knew for sure Christopher was hers.  
 
    Adeline had plans. The next time she saw Christopher she wanted to look like a superstar. But Adeline couldn’t do that if she was stuck limping with a walker. There was nothing sexy or superstarish about that.  
 
    Adeline fumbled with the door chain, then leaned on the tips of her toes to unclasp the annoying metal that was just out of her five foot three inch reach. Groaning with annoyance, Adeline gave up and blew out a deep breath. 
 
    “I’ll get it, Ms. Stevens,” London said.  
 
    London Jones had been Adeline’s part-time caregiver for a little over a year now. The bright-eyed thirty-year-old college student was the best thing that happened to the family since it had begun growing with new in-laws. London reached for the chain and opened the door.  
 
    On the other side, Clifford Stevens, Claudia and Desiree’s father, stood with his fingers linked in a fist in front of him. The beard on his chin was full grown, and he looked as if he’d just stepped out of the barbershop with his neatly close crop haircut. He was the last person Adeline expected to see on their doorstep, even after he’d made it his mission to get back in his daughters’ lives. The first time Adeline had seen him after years of his absence, the man looked like he’d led a hard life. But now, he’d obviously found a reason to clean up, and although Adeline thought he was still handsome in his own right, she couldn’t be bothered enough to care.  
 
    “Shut the door,” Adeline said, turning to walk away. 
 
    Clifford stuck out his hand. “Hold on just a minute.” 
 
    “London,” Adeline said in a no-nonsense tone, “shut the door.” 
 
    London turned back to Clifford with a somber expression written in an apology on her face as she slowly shut the door. 
 
    “You can’t keep shutting me out. I still love you!” he said just as the door clicked softly in his face. 
 
    Adeline stopped walking. Did he say he still loved her? Turning back around, Adeline instructed London to reopen the door. When the tall wooden frame unbolted, Clifford was still standing there.  
 
    “What do you know about love?” Adeline said. “I haven’t seen you in over a decade. You couldn’t possibly love me. You didn’t love me the last few years you were at home before you left to go God knows where and never came back.” 
 
    “I told you where I was and what happened. And I did love you the last few years I was home. How many times do I have to explain it?” 
 
    “You don’t. If your daughters want you in their lives, fine, but stay clear from me. I’ve got other plans.” Adeline turned with a scowl. “Close the door, London.” 
 
    “I’ll never stop trying,” Clifford said. 
 
    Adeline rolled her eyes and kept walking just as the door clicked again. London glanced out of the window pane and watched Clifford struggle with whether to leave or stay as he paced. She felt sorry for him. Since he’d been coming around, Clifford seemed like a sincere person, but it was not her place to decide if he stayed or went. London strolled up to Adeline just as she made it back to the couch. 
 
    “Is there anything I can do?” London said at the scowl on Adeline’s face. 
 
    “Call my manicurist and see how long it will be before she gets here,” Adeline half-fussed. “If she takes too long, I’ll have my son-in-law fire her and get me another.”  
 
    Adeline mumbled something London couldn’t comprehend, and London opted to grab the phone and do as Adeline had asked. When the doorbell rang again, Adeline cocked her head to the side with an upturned frown.  
 
    “This man will never leave me alone.” 
 
    At the same time, the phone rang. London looked from the phone to the front door. “I’ll get the phone,” Adeline said to London. “You get the door.” 
 
    Adeline reached for the phone and answered. “Rose residence,” she said sweetly.  
 
    “Mom, is that how you’re answering the phone?” Claudia said. 
 
    “Oh,” Adeline said, “I was hoping you were someone else.” 
 
    “Like who?” 
 
    “Your father-in-law who else?” 
 
    Claudia groaned. “Mom, please stop.” 
 
    “Stop what?” 
 
    “Why would he be calling you? Do you guys have a date or something I don’t know about?” 
 
    “Not yet. But he did call to check on me the other day. So, it’s not unbelievable that he would do it again. You make it sound like I’m the last person he would call.” 
 
    “No, I don’t. I just want to know what’s going on, and I told you I don’t want you to get your hopes up about Christopher. I’m sure his call the other day was because you fell again, and being the gentleman he was, he decided to check on you.” 
 
    “Oh, so you’re saying it couldn’t be because he’s romantically interested? That’s only for you young folks I guess.” 
 
    Claudia became quiet. She’d stepped right into that, and she wouldn’t argue with her mother.  
 
    An obnoxious voice echoed down the hallway, causing Adeline to lose focus of her conversation with Claudia.  
 
    “Where is my daughter? I know she’s with Claudia since that seems to be where she is anytime she’s free from that stingy husband of hers,” Martha Jean gripped. “Can’t ever get any time with my girl.” 
 
    Adeline turned her nose up again and rose from the couch with the phone in one hand as she reached for her cane with the other. When Martha Jean bent the corner and saw Adeline, she stopped and folded her arms, leaning into her hips. 
 
    “Gone sit back down, old woman, I didn’t come here for you.” 
 
    That made Adeline stand ramrod straight, and her legs trembled as she fought to hold her own without the assistance of the cane. London moved past Martha Jean in a sprint to get to Adeline before she could hit the ground. 
 
    “What is she doing in my house?” Adeline shrieked just as London made it to her side. 
 
    “Your house?” Martha Jean laughed. “This is not your house. You’re just visiting whether you want to believe it or not.” Martha Jean laughed some more. 
 
    “Get out!” Adeline said. 
 
    “Mom,” Claudia yelled through the phone. 
 
    “Get out, or I’ll beat your ass with this cane,” Adeline said. “Try me, old heffa. I’ve got more bite than my bark!”  
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” Martha Jean said. “How are you going to do that when you can’t even stand on them rocks you call feet?”  
 
    Adeline pushed London to the side and went for a piece of fruit sitting in a bowl on the living room table. Adeline’s disability didn’t stop her from throwing an apple at Martha Jean, and Martha Jean ducked just as the flying fruit glided toward her.  
 
    “Get out!” Adeline shouted. 
 
    “Oh my God,” London yelled. She didn’t know whether to restrain Adeline or stand out of her way. 
 
    With a sharp lunge to her feet, Martha Jean picked up the apple and tossed it back at Adeline, hitting the senior woman in her chest. 
 
    “Aaaah!” Adeline screeched. “My heart, she’s trying to kill me! Call the police!” 
 
    Martha Jean stuck out her lip and crossed her arms. “You’re killing yourself trying to come after me!” she shouted. “You saw it, London. She threw that apple at me first!” 
 
    Adeline gripped her chest and stumbled backwards as if she was going to pass out. With her eyes wide and her mouth open, Adeline croaked out, “Oh help me, Lord! Help me, Jesus!”  
 
    Terrified, London grabbed the phone from Adeline’s hand to call an ambulance.  
 
    Seeing Adeline stumbling backward, Martha Jean dropped her arms and frowned. She had misjudged the frailness of the old woman. 
 
    “Shit,” she cursed, running over to London to help with Adeline. 
 
    “Aaaah!” Adeline said, holding her chest as her eyes widened with horror. 
 
    Noticing the phone still had an open line, London put the receiver to her ear. “Hello?!” 
 
    “London! Oh, thank God,” Claudia shouted. “What is going on over there!?”  
 
    Just as the question left Claudia’s mouth, Martha Jean closed in on Adeline.  
 
    “Sit down before you hurt yourself!” Martha Jean reached out to help Adeline sit when Adeline reached over, grabbed her cane, and struck Martha Jean on top of her head. 
 
    “Owww!” Martha Jean howled. 
 
    “Oh my God!” London screeched.  
 
    Adeline pulled back and hit Martha Jean again, this time across her shoulder. 
 
    “Owwwwww!”  
 
    Martha Jean went down, one knee behind the other. She howled as pain ricocheted through her shoulder blade and coursed down her back.  
 
    “What is going on, damn it?” Claudia shouted. 
 
    “Your mother and Martha Jean are fighting! I’ve got to go!” London disconnected the line just as Adeline went to strike Martha Jean again. 
 
    “No!” London said. 
 
    “Get back, or I’ll hit you upside your head, too, girl!” Adeline yelled. 
 
    “You old buzzard!” Martha Jean screamed. With all the strength she could muster, Martha Jean lunged at Adeline, and they fell into the couch, sandwiched between a desperate London trying to keep them away from each other. 
 
    The front door opened, and heavy footsteps ran down the hallway. When Clifford cut the corner, his eyes widened, and he ran in to help London. 
 
    “Let me go!” Adeline said as Clifford wrapped her in one arm and pulled her away clawing and swinging at Martha Jean. “I’ll show you whose old, you filthy scarecrow!” Adeline screeched.  
 
    Holding on to Martha Jean, London shouted, “Please just stop it!” 
 
    But the women would hear none of it, scrambling and pushing against both Clifford and London to get to one another. Had it not been for their shared desire of the same man, Adeline and Martha Jean would’ve made the perfect friends. But as it stood now, that would be like wishing in the wind with no dandelions. 
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 Chapter Six 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Claudia pivoted on her heels with horror-stricken eyes. 
 
    “What’s is it?” Jaden said, invading her space. 
 
    “I’ve got to go.” 
 
    Claudia moved to side step him, and Jaden laid both hands on her shoulders. “Chérie,” he said, concerned golden brown eyes meeting hers. “Talk to me.” 
 
    Claudia let out a frustrating breath. 
 
    “My mother and Martha Jean are fighting at the house. I’ve got to get over there, or they’re going to kill each other.” 
 
    “Fighting at the house?” Samiyah shrieked, listening in beside them. 
 
    “Yes, come on, Samiyah.”  
 
    “Oh, I’m coming, too,” Desiree said.  
 
    “Baby, are you coming?” Claudia asked. 
 
    “Of course,” Jaden replied. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Together, they stood and headed for the exit. 
 
    “Do you guys need us to come?” Eden asked. 
 
    “No, you’re good,” Claudia shouted. She was in a daze, wondering what they would find when she and Jaden made it home. 
 
    Samiyah and Jonas jumped inside the backseat of Jaden’s Lamborghini as Jaden climbed into the driver’s seat with Claudia in the passenger. They shot across town in a blaze of smoke with Desiree and Julian hot on their trail.  
 
    Jonas looked down to his wife’s trembling leg. Samiyah tapped her foot nervously as she stared out the window. He placed a warm palm on the top of her thigh and caressed her there. Samiyah turned to look at him. 
 
    “You’re nervous,” he said. 
 
    “And you’re not?”  
 
    “There’s this saying about stressing over things you can’t control.” 
 
    Samiyah nodded. Jonas was right, but it didn’t stop her gut from twisting at the thought of her mother and Adeline throwing blows. Just the notion of what that could possibly look like terrified her. 
 
    Jonas’ hand traveled up her arm then across her shoulders, and he pulled Samiyah into his embrace. “Everything will be all right,” he said. His smooth voice trekked across Samiyah’s skin, and she shuddered.  
 
    Leaning into him, she responded, “I hope you’re right.” 
 
    Jonas kissed her temple, and Samiyah closed her eyes, resting against his wide chest. Jonas’ gaze went to the rearview mirror catching Jaden glancing back at him. The two brothers shared an understanding moment. They both knew that if need be, they’d have to ban their mothers-in-law from family functions. It would be a tight conversation, but the fact remained that if Adeline and Martha Jean broke out into a fight every time they were together, it would ruin things before it got started.  
 
    Jaden’s gaze left the mirror and went back to the highway. He switched gears then reached for Claudia’s trembling hand that sat in her lap.  
 
    “Calm down, chérie,” he said. 
 
    Claudia let out a deep breath and allowed her husband’s fingers to link with hers for a warm squeeze. “Somehow, I know it was my mother that started the whole thing.” 
 
    “Don’t be so sure about that,” Samiyah said from the backseat. 
 
    “We’ll be there in two minutes,” Jaden said. 
 
    “That’s long enough for them to burn the house down.” 
 
    Claudia and Samiyah had said it at the same time, causing Samiyah to lift from Jonas and meet Claudia’s whimsical smirk as she turned back to look at her best friend. The ladies chuckled and returned their focus back to their husbands. 
 
    Jonas reached out to run a gentle caress under Samiyah’s chin. “I love you,” he said, taking his hands down to rub her protruding belly. “Daddy loves you, too.” Just then, movement inside pushed against Jonas’ hand. Samiyah gasped and covered her mouth. 
 
    “I’ll never get used to her doing that,” she said. 
 
    “Or him,” Jonas reminded. They had decided to have a gender reveal party instead of knowing the sex upfront. He leaned down, speaking directly to her stomach. “Daddy can’t wait to meet you, and I love you more than you’ll ever know.” He kissed Samiyah’s belly and pressed his face against its warmth.  
 
    Samiyah exhaled a deep breath, feeling more complete with her family every day. Samiyah smiled sweetly and pulled Jonas’ lips to hers for a delicious kiss. “We love you, too, baby.” They kissed again, and warm heat saturated their mouths as they indulged in a lingering, slow burning dance of their tongues. 
 
    “We’re here,” Jaden said, interrupting the enchanting melody of Samiyah and Jonas’ moment. 
 
    The four of them glanced out of the window as Jaden pulled into the circular driveway behind Clifford’s truck. 
 
    “Looks like your father’s here,” Jaden said. 
 
    Claudia clutched Jaden’s hand tighter. If her father was there, there was no telling how this situation was unfolding.  
 
    “Oh God,” Claudia droned.  
 
    They all climbed out of the car just as Julian and Desiree pulled in behind them. Desiree exited quickly, and she and Claudia locked eyes.  
 
    “Dad’s here,” Desiree said. 
 
    “I know, come on.” Claudia grabbed her hand, and they ran into the house behind their men. 
 
    As they made it down the hall, they heard Martha Jean screaming at the top of her lungs.  
 
    “You’re bat-shit crazy!” Martha Jean ducked just as a banana went flying over her head.  
 
    London ducked alongside Martha Jean to keep the flying fruit from clocking her across the face. The entering entourage halted, astonished, at the sight of Adeline fighting off Clifford, to lurch for another piece of fruit to throw. When she grabbed an orange, Jaden interceded.  
 
    “Enough!” he roared.  
 
    All in attendance turned their attention to him. Bringing his voice down an octave, Jaden planted his hands on his carved hips. “Are you telling me there’s no proper way you two could handle your disagreement?” 
 
    “She started it,” Martha Jean said. “The old hag is psychotic.” 
 
    “How about we start with discontinuing the name calling?” Jaden’s deep voice thundered. 
 
    Martha Jean clapped her lips shut with a frown.  
 
    Jonas interceded, “Are you two going to fight like this every time you see each other? Because it’s important not only to your girls but also your growing family that you don’t.” 
 
    “Mom,” Claudia approached Adeline trailed by Desiree, “why are you throwing fruit at Martha Jean?” 
 
    “I told her to get out. It’s like she came over here to bug me, and she always has something rotten to say out of those—” 
 
    “No name calling!” Jaden thundered. He meant business, and in all his thirty-four years, Jaden had never seen two senior women carry on like Adeline and Martha Jean. Adeline closed her mouth tight at Jaden’s outburst.  
 
    “I came over here looking for you,” Martha Jean said, speaking to Samiyah. Martha Jean stood as did London. “She got her panties in a bunch just because I walked through the door!” 
 
    “Tell the truth, you ol…” At the stern look on Jaden’s face, Adeline mumbled her words. 
 
    Samiyah grabbed her mother’s hands and led her out of the room.  
 
    “You’re kicking me out?” Martha Jean shouted. 
 
    “No, I need to talk to you in private, or would you rather I say what I need to in front of everyone?” 
 
    Martha Jean huffed. “Fine.” 
 
    They left the room, and everyone turned to Adeline. 
 
    “What?” She shrugged. 
 
    “Mom,” Claudia began, “you’ve got to stop doing this.” 
 
    “Why is everything always my fault? I was sitting here minding my own business, waiting for the manicurist when your father showed up. Then here she comes right behind Clifford talking down to me. Now I’m sorry, son-in-law, I love you, and I don’t mean to disrespect your house, but I’m not letting anybody talk to me any kind of way. If it makes you feel that bad, I’ll just get my things and leave.” Adeline made a move for her cane. 
 
    “Mom, you don’t have to go anywhere,” Claudia said. “You’re being melodramatic.” 
 
    “No, I’m not. Maybe I should go stay with Desiree and my other son-in-law. I’d hate to wear out my welcome. Besides, as Martha Jean’s ugly ass put it, this isn’t my house. I’m just a visitor.” 
 
    Adeline didn’t miss the furrow of Jaden’s brows with her name calling.  
 
    “Listen,” Desiree intervened, “I don’t understand why you two can’t get along. We have a very important event coming up, and I don’t need you raising hell over something so trivial.” 
 
    “And don’t even make it seem as if you’re not wanted here because Jaden and I have done nothing but everything to make you feel comfortable,” Claudia added. 
 
    Jaden approached. “This is as much your home as it is ours. But you need to understand that even with that being the case, your actions don’t only affect you. When you’re throwing objects, you could hurt yourself or someone who’s trying to protect you.” Jaden motioned to Clifford. “In any case, doing so is juvenile and won’t be tolerated whether you’re here or at your other son-in-law’s home.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Julian added. “Tell us how we can help bring you and Martha Jean together because whether you or she likes it or not, you’re both a part of this family and will see each other on a regular basis.” 
 
    The doorbell chimed, giving London a reason to exit the room without being awkward. She was gone all of thirty seconds before she returned. 
 
    “It’s Daniella,” she said. 
 
    Adeline crossed her eyes. She’d been waiting on her manicurist Daniella for what felt like forever. 
 
    “Should we cancel her visit?” Jaden asked. 
 
    “No!” Adeline said. “I heard all of your concerns, and I just want to say I understand.” Adeline quieted but with all of their probing stares, she continued, “I’m sorry. I’ll talk to the Lord about it. Won’t happen again.” 
 
    No one believed her, but for now they accepted her apology. Jaden turned to London. “Invite Daniella into the study to give us time to clean up please.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” London left the room, and Jaden and Claudia picked up fruit that was spread around the space while Clifford helped Adeline to the station she would sit at to get her mani, pedi.  
 
    Jonas left the room to check on Samiyah and Martha Jean. They were inside the dining room talking in harsh whispers. The closer Jonas came to them, the clearer their voices became. 
 
    “Look,” Samiyah was saying, “whether you like her or not, she’s a part of our extended family. You have to respect her, it’s not an option! Now if you guys are going at each other’s throats because of your crush on my father-in-law, then you should be ashamed of yourself. For God’s sake, Mama.” 
 
    Martha Jean huffed. “You know good and well that I could give a flying flip about her crush on Christopher. What is he going to do with her? He’d be a fool to overlook me for Ad-e-line.”  
 
    Samiyah sighed and dropped her head in her hands. Adeline held up her hands. “All right, I’m not trying to be a difficult person.” 
 
    Both Jonas and Samiyah frowned over at Martha Jean. 
 
    “I’m not,” she said, “I promise from here on out to be on my best behavior, but what am I supposed to do when she starts attacking me?” 
 
    “She won’t attack you,” Jonas said. 
 
    “She just did!” 
 
    “Anymore,” he added. “Both of you need to understand that it is unbecoming of you to act like we would expect teenagers to. She won’t attack you again, and if she does, we’ll deal with it when that time comes.” 
 
    Martha Jeaned huffed again. “Fine.” 
 
    “Are you good?” 
 
    Martha Jean smirked. “I’m good, son-in-law.” 
 
    Jonas laid a gentle hand on Samiyah’s back. “How are you?” With his other hand, he rubbed her belly. 
 
    Samiyah smiled up at him. “I’m okay.” She turned to Martha Jean but spoke to Jonas. “Baby, my mom and I are going to get lunch, do you mind?” 
 
    Jonas kissed the side of her head. “Of course not.” 
 
    Samiyah wrapped her arms around him and held on like she didn’t want to leave. Jonas nuzzled his nose between her shoulder and kissed alongside her face. “I’ll get Bradley over here,” Jonas said, speaking in reference to their driver.  
 
    The heat from his lips made her quiver. “Okay,” she said. They kissed then pulled apart as Jonas left the room to make his call.  
 
      
 
    Back in the living room, Jaden was welcoming Daniella in with a warm smile and a firm handshake.  
 
    “How are you today, Ms. Daniella?”  
 
    “I would be better if I wasn’t stuck in a traffic jam on my way over,” she said. “I’m so sorry. I would like to apologize to Ms. Stevens for my tardiness.” 
 
    “She’s waiting on you in her usual spot.” Jaden stepped to the side to allow Daniella to pass.  
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Rose,” she said as she found her way to the spa area.  
 
    Jaden left the room for the second floor, taking the Mediterranean staircase two steps at a time. Inside their bedroom, Jaden loosened his tie and strolled into the closet. It was the end of the day, and he was more than ready to relax and take a load off. Standing inside his closet, Jaden removed his suit jacket and put it to the side when soft arms circled his waist. He smiled and turned slowly to face Claudia.  
 
    “I didn’t mean to sneak up on you,” she said. 
 
    “You didn’t,” he responded. “I smelled your saccharine fragrance before you hit the doorway.” 
 
    Claudia smiled. It was amazing how this man made her feel more cherished as the days went on. Claudia’s hands roamed up his shirt, and one by one, she unbuttoned it.  
 
    “I want to apologize for my mom.” She sighed. “It seems, regardless of what I do or say to her, she will be Adeline.” 
 
    Claudia dropped her face, and Jaden pulled it up with the tip of her chin.  
 
    “Do you honestly think I expect you to apologize every time our mother misbehaves herself?” He squinted at her and turned his head slightly. “Of course not. Our family will be who they are no matter what. I just hope she understands that it’s not something we plan to tolerate. She’ll get it together sooner or later. And I’m sorry, too.” 
 
    “For what, babe?” 
 
    “For raising my voice at her.” 
 
    Claudia pulled his shirt from his pants and removed it from his arms. “Now, that right there is nothing for you to apologize about. With Adeline, that’s the only way to get her attention.” She unbuckled his belt. “Besides… it turned me on.” A cat like purr fled from her mouth, and Jaden pulled her into his arms, reaching down to grab her derriere as he slanted his mouth over hers. A streaming heat coursed through them, blazing right down to where they would soon connect. With his hands running up her jeans, Jaden quickly relieved her of the denim. Claudia yelped as he snatched her out of the pants, and her heartrate increased. Claudia would never get used to his hot, possessive lovemaking, and she never wanted to. Jaden didn’t bother to unbutton her shirt one button at a time. But he gave Claudia a fair warning before he destroyed the beautiful blouse completely.  
 
    “Arms,” his deep voice grooved against her mouth.  
 
    Claudia lifted her arms as Jaden sucked her tongue. A ripple of fire blazed down her body, over her breasts, to her vagina as he smoothly relieved her of the blouse. She reached out to him, and her hands trailed up his chiseled chest, coasting around his neck. She didn’t know when he had removed his pants, and before she had time to wonder, Claudia was in his arms. Jaden’s brawny warm hands palmed her ass with a hard smack.  
 
    “Ah!” Claudia yelped. The stinging slap caused her toes to curl, and with her hands she held on to his shoulders tightly.  
 
    When Jaden entered her, it was the profound thrust coupled with the thickened length of his dick that made her pull her mouth from his and toss her head back in a joyful scream. Her body arched into him and urgently, as if they hadn’t had untamable wild sex last night, Jaden drove in and out of her with passionate strokes.  
 
        “Sssss… baby…” Claudia crooned as their bodies collided together.  
 
    Jaden kissed down her fully extended throat, sucking in her chocolate flesh with a fierceness that made her nipples reinforce. 
 
    “Aaah my God, I love you, I love you,” Claudia sang. 
 
    Jaden’s lips trailed back to her face, and he pulled her lips into his warm wet mouth. His plunges sank deeper inside her core and against her lips his thick voice growled, “I love you more.” 
 
    Claudia’s clandestine response was a high-pitched shout. With a handful of her bottom, Jaden took staggered steps until they fell against the wall. In long perpetual strokes, he filled her, pinging at her G-spot with every prod.  
 
    “Ah! Jaden…” she whined.  
 
    Jaden worked his hips back and forth, dipping so thoroughly that he touched every wall inside her. Claudia’s head fell back against the barrier, and Jaden pummeled her sex with a fierce intensity that had them rocking into the wall with fast vibrant thumps. 
 
    “Jaden!” she shouted at the same time Jaden sucked in a nipple. Again, Claudia’s toes curled, and a mating cry clawed from her throat as she squirted all over his shaft. 
 
    “Shit!” He cursed as hot semen rushed inside of her. Capturing her mouth, Jaden sucked in her tongue while they were coated in an electric warmth that tingled every nerve ending inside of them.  
 
    After several seconds, Jaden pulled away from her glorious mouth, breathing heavily. “Tonight, I want you in the swing-set again.” 
 
    Claudia’s eyes widened at the dangerous thought of the new toy they’d purchased, and the anticipation mixed with the comforting cocoon she was currently in made her muscles clench. 
 
    “Or…” Jaden went on, “we could skip the remission and get straight to it.” 
 
    Claudia’s heart raced, and a naughty smile spread across her face.  
 
    “We’d have to put everyone out first,” she half spoke, half panted. 
 
    “Or not,” he said as his growing muscle flexed and extended inside of her. Claudia gasped just as Jaden instilled another rocketing plunge into her, picking right up where they left off. 
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 Chapter Seven 
 
    The next day 
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    At the doorbell ringing, Martha Jean quickly straightened her blouse and pulled her shoulders back to better position her posture. The nearing footsteps caused her excited nervous system to jump, but she kept her face calm and unbothered. The latch on the door was lifted, and when it opened, Norma Rodriguez stood there with surprised eyes as she glanced over Martha Jean. 
 
    “Ms. Richards,” Norma said, “to what do we owe the pleasure?” 
 
    Norma was really being pleasant. Everyone knew when Martha Jean came around, a scenario could either get wild or be surprisingly calm. More so the former than the latter. But it was in Norma’s blood to be cordial. 
 
    Martha let her eyes roam over Norma. She’d met the older woman when Samiyah married Jonas. Martha remembered the first time she’d been introduced to her. She wasn’t that impressed with Norma’s five-foot-five height and short and stocky body, but she was surprised by her salt-and-pepper hair that was cut right below her ears in a bob. It was a different look from what Martha Jean had expected in a housekeeper when she’d first been told about Norma. But now standing in front of her, Martha Jean had to admit the woman looked a little different like she’d lost some weight. 
 
    “Hello,” Martha Jean sang. “I hear your birthday is coming up, and I wanted to be proactive in bringing you a gift.” 
 
    Norma’s eyes perked, and she smiled while stepping to the side. 
 
    “Oh, my goodness, Ms. Richards come on in,” she said with a light Spanish accent. 
 
     Martha Jean eased inside, and she looked around before settling her gaze back on Norma. “I hope you have a sweet tooth,” Martha Jean said, “because these come fresh from the bakery.” 
 
    Martha Jean handed over a fruit arrangement that held chocolate covered strawberries, mango, and pineapples. Norma gladly took the gift, her smile spreading further across her face. 
 
    “Thank you so much, Ms. Richards. Hopefully, you’ll stick around and help me eat a few.” 
 
    “Oh, I would be delighted,” Martha Jean said. It was her sole purpose for coming to Christopher Lee Rose’s compound. When Christopher didn’t reach out to her after the photo Martha Jean had sent, she surmised the man must need an up close and personal look at her new appearance. And that’s exactly what she planned to give him. 
 
    Norma stepped past Martha Jean. “Follow me,” she said, walking through the foyer, down the hallway, to the kitchen. As Norma sat the basket down, she retrieved two small appetizer plates and sat them on the counter then turned for the kitchen sink to wash her hands. 
 
    “I’ve been outside in that stubborn garden trying to make sure the ground stays fertilized,” Norma said. “If I don’t, Mr. Rose will hire a whole firm to come in here and tease the ground when spring comes back around.” 
 
    Martha Jean frowned slightly. “It sounds like you’re working yourself too hard, Norma. If Mr. Rose wants to hire people to come tease the ground as you say, then why not let him?” 
 
    Norma turned off the sink and turned around, reaching for the towelette across the counter to wipe her hands on. 
 
    “Ms. Richards, I’ve been around here for a long time. I was here when Mrs. Rose passed, and I’ve seen the boys grow into distinguish gentlemen. So, trust me when I say, if I let Mr. Rose throw money at anything, he would be broke.” 
 
    Martha Jean snickered. “Nooo, I don’t believe that for a second.” 
 
    Norma smiled. “Okay, maybe not broke, but a close second.” 
 
    Martha Jean continued to chuckle at what she assumed was Norma’s joke. Again, her eyes took in the woman’s light brown butter skin, the mole that sat on her cheek right up under her nose, gray eyes, and the short bob hairstyle. 
 
    “You know, Norma, you look like you’ve lost a little weight. I hope you don’t mind me saying so. Everyone takes what I say so personally these days.” 
 
    Norma chuckled again while she pulled fruit kabobs from the Edible arrangement. “I’ve gotten good about taking a thirty-minute walk in the morning,” Norma said, “and with all my daily activities the extra workout must have me shedding a few pounds.” 
 
    “I hope you don’t mind me asking,” Martha Jean began, “but why haven’t you had a significant other? It’s hard to believe that you haven’t wanted the company in the twenty or so years you’ve been working here.” 
 
    Norma smiled wider. “I’ve had boyfriends,” she said. “They never last under the scrutiny of the Roses.”  
 
    Martha Jean’s mouth dropped. “Are you telling me that they all stick their necks in your business?” 
 
    Norma was tickled at the outraged look on Martha Jean’s face. 
 
    “You have to understand,” Norma said, “they don’t see me as their housekeeper. Actually, they’ve never treated me like one. To them, I’m family, and no one gets past the Roses’ inspection. To do so, you would have to be a pretty standup guy.” 
 
    “Hmmm,” Martha Jean said. 
 
    “Even Mr. Rose’s friends Fred and Sampson have tried their luck.” This had Norma’s laughing rising. “But Mr. Rose would fly Fred and Sampson to a remote island before he’d let them get anywhere near me.” 
 
    Martha Jean rolled her eyes. “Yeah, I’ve heard about them two, they sound like heathens that need to be tamed.” 
 
    Norma laughed harder. “They are an interesting team.” 
 
    “It almost makes you wonder why Mr. Rose entertains them fools as friends. Why not just kick them to the curb all together?” 
 
    “Oh, they’re harmless,” Norma reiterated, “just a bit loose at times.” She chuckled. 
 
     “Mmhmm, speaking of, I heard they were in town,” Martha Jean went on, getting to the real reason for her visit. “Are they here?” 
 
    “Not now.” Norma handed Martha Jean the small plate with three chocolate covered strawberries on top. 
 
    Keeping up the charade, Martha Jean pulled one to her lips for a juicy, mouthwatering bite. “Mmm, this is good,” she said with juice running down her lip. Cupping her hand to her mouth, Martha Jean moved to grab a paper towel. Carefully, she dabbed the corners of her mouth. 
 
    “So good,” Martha Jean quipped. 
 
    Norma agreed with a nod of her head as she also bit into the sweet fruit. 
 
    “So, does that mean Christopher is also gone? I know he’s been babysitting them since they got in town.” 
 
    Norma nodded. “With all the time they spent getting fit for their tuxes yesterday, believe it or not, they still didn’t finish.” 
 
    “Why not?” Martha Jean said, annoyed that Christopher wasn’t home, and she’d bought the expensive fruit and made the trip for nothing. 
 
    Just as Norma went to respond, the kitchen door swung open and in walked Antonio Rose, Christopher’s brother. Antonio stopped short upon seeing the two women chatting in the kitchen. 
 
    He turned to them with a smile and a cocked brow. “Good afternoon,” his voice crooned. He held out his hand toward Martha Jean for a shake.  
 
    Slowly Martha Jean reached out, accepting his greeting. “Good afternoon… Antonio, right?”  
 
    Antonio smiled slowly, his thick lips spreading the span of his tightly carved jaw. “You remembered my name this time,” he said.  
 
    “Yeah, you only told it to me a thousand times,” Martha Jean retorted. 
 
    Antonio laughed. It was an easy grooving sound that ran a surprising chill over Martha Jean. Approaching Norma, Antonio circled his arms around her for a full hug that picked her slightly off her feet. 
 
    “Mr. Rose,” Norma said, tickled. “Put me down before you hurt yourself.” 
 
    Martha Jean smirked. She had a feeling Norma would be fun to hang out with for a grown woman’s night out. Pushing her lips out and after a second thought, Martha Jean scrubbed that last idea.  
 
    “I take it my brother’s not here,” Antonio asked after placing Norma back on her feet. 
 
    “How’d you know?” she asked. 
 
    “His Crown Victoria is absent from the garage.” 
 
    Norma glanced at the watch on her wrist. “He’s been gone for about an hour. Honestly, there’s no telling how long he’ll be out with Fred and Sampson.” 
 
    Martha Jean held back an eye roll. Christopher had really planned to babysit those two, and she couldn’t be more irritated. 
 
    “I see.” Antonio brought his focus back to Martha Jean. “I take it you’re also here to see my brother?” 
 
    Feigning unawareness, Martha Jean threw a hand to her chest. “Who me?” 
 
    Antonio took his gaze around the room, pretending to look for someone other than Martha Jean. When he made it back to her, Martha Jean held pursed lips with her eyes cut at him. A low chuckle slipped from Antonio as he took in her shoulder length silver hair that sat straightened to perfection on her shoulders. The silky strands moved easily with even the softest of movements, and the diamond studs in her ear sparkled beneath. Martha Jean watched him as he took in her dark brown eyes, short nose, and medium full lips. As his eyes found their way down her silver blouse, black denim jeans, and ankle boots that were barely an inch off the ground, Antonio found himself whistling, haphazardly. 
 
    “That’s a fine color you’re wearing,” he said.  
 
    Martha Jean found herself suddenly warm.  
 
    “Oh this?” she said, running a hand down her blouse. “It’s just an old silver shirt I had in the back of my closet,” she lied. Martha Jean had purchased that shirt last week after she’d set her battle plan for winning Christopher’s heart.  
 
    “No,” Antonio said, “the color on your lips.” 
 
    Another wave of warmth coasted over Martha Jean, making her rub her lips together. In all of her groveling over what to wear this morning, she’d almost forgotten the deep shade of red lipstick she’d applied. 
 
    “Oh,” she waved him off. “Thank you.” She blushed, feeling ridiculously coy. She switched gears quickly. “I just stopped by to bring Norma an early birthday present.” Martha Jean gestured toward the open Edible arrangement.  
 
    “How nice,” Antonio said. 
 
    “It’s delicious, too. Would you like a chocolate covered strawberry, Mr. Rose?” Norma asked. 
 
    “Don’t mind if I do,” he said, taking it upon himself to pull a strawberry off the kabob.  
 
    Norma moved in to pluck a few more berries off and sat them on a plate. With the remaining arrangement, she trekked to the refrigerator and placed it inside. Martha Jean hadn’t managed to take her eyes of Antonio’s lips from the moment they closed around the fresh fruit. It unnerved her and twisted her gut, and the warmth she’d felt rose. Martha Jean bit her lip just as Antonio’s gaze connected with hers.  
 
    Walking toward her casually, he spoke, “This is delicious.” He held the half-bitten fruit. “You should try one.” 
 
    As if her body had a mind of its on, Martha Jean stepped forward, closing their gap. With an open mouth, she slipped her lips around the other end of the half-eaten fruit and closed her eyes in a sensual moan. The warmth from her wet lips seeped into his fingertips, and the fire went straight to his shaft. 
 
    His pupils darkened. “Was that good?” 
 
    Realizing what she had done, Martha Jean froze mid-chew, then swallowed instantly as a blush fell over her. Antonio’s lids lowered, and a smirk sat on his lips.  
 
    “Ms. Martha Jean,” he said, “have you had lunch today?” 
 
    Martha Jean swallowed. “Lunch?”  
 
    He smiled. “Yeah, lunch.” 
 
    Martha Jean shocked herself by considering the open invitation. She cleared her throat. “I wouldn’t want to take up your time. I can hang with the best of them when it comes to eating.” She cleared off a nervous laugh. 
 
    Standing in the corner watching them with a smile, Norma waited for Antonio to move in and close the deal. She’d been around the Rose men long enough to know not many women were immune to their charms. And she didn’t blame them. Being a part of the family for a little over three decades, Norma had been able to watch her three sons grow up and send them off to college with paid tuitions. She hoped her boys would turn out to have the integrity the Rose men carried. The year they left, Norma had packed up and moved in to the compound after much coaching from Christopher. He reasoned that there wasn’t much reason for her to stay in her home, alone, so he’d given her the other side of his mansion.  
 
    Antonio’s smile widened. “I love a woman who can eat,” he said. “Please, join me, that is, if you’ve completed the reason for your visit.” 
 
    Martha Jean stumbled for an excuse. It had been a long time since she’d have to find a way to turn someone down without just flat out being rude and saying hell no. This new caring side of her must have been Samiyah’s doing. She was the one always telling Martha Jean to turn it down a notch. Whatever that means. At least that’s what Martha Jean told herself. 
 
    “I’m trying to watch my calorie intake, so I probably shouldn’t.” 
 
    “Does that mean you don’t eat?” 
 
    “Of course not,” she stumbled, “I- um, just don’t know many restaurants that can cater to the diet that I’m on.”  
 
    More lies. They were flying out of her mouth like she manufactured them ahead of time, and they stood in a line waiting for the moment when she needed to use one. 
 
    Antonio slipped his hands in his black slacks pockets. “If you need assistance with maintaining a healthy regimen and burning calories,” he drawled, “I’m the perfect person to help you out.”  
 
    The smile he offered was just as naughty and wicked as the words he spoke. And Martha Jean wondered why she hadn’t slapped him yet. Because you love it. She almost shushed her inner thoughts out loud but was glad she didn’t.  
 
    Antonio pushed her further. “Come on, Ms. Martha Jean. Have mercy on a brother and dine with me.” 
 
    More tug of war went on inside of Martha Jean. She was interested in Christopher. What did she look like going out with his brother? That would just be confusing. But Antonio wouldn’t give up. He knew the feisty firecracker that Martha Jean was. And he loved it. Soon enough, he surmised she would feel the same way about him. 
 
    “We’ve blended families, right?” Antonio continued. “What better way to get to know each other. Then, maybe you’ll never forget my name.” 
 
    Martha Jean swallowed, and she suddenly wondered how she’d ever forgotten his name. Was he this fine all this time? 
 
    She shrugged. “Well, you’re right, but only if they have food I can eat.”  
 
    Antonio was smiling so wide she could see his full set of pearly white teeth. Remembering to be polite, Antonio turned to glance at Norma. 
 
    “Would you like to come along, Norma?” 
 
    “Oh no, I’ve got enough work around here to do,” she said. “You guys have fun.” 
 
    Antonio nodded. “Would you like for me to bring you something back at least?” 
 
    “Oh no, no, I’ve got plenty of food here.” 
 
    “If you insist,” he said.  
 
    With his eyes settling back on Martha Jean, he held his arm out. She glanced down to it and hesitated before circling her through his. They left the kitchen, and Norma trailed them to the front door. Standing in the doorway watching, Norma chuckled at them going back and forth over whose car to drive. That Martha Jean never ceased to amaze her. Norma figured she would get more laughs from that woman as the days went on. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
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    When the doorbell rang, Adeline chose to peer out of the blinds. The door was so huge her height wouldn’t reach the door’s peephole. Whoever was outside was standing far enough to the side that she couldn’t see them. But the truck in the driveway informed her that it was Clifford again. Sighing harshly, Adeline unlocked the door. Thankfully, the chain wasn’t connected this time. 
 
    “Claudia is not here, and as you know, Desiree doesn’t stay here,” she said, taking in his five-foot-eleven frame. 
 
    “That’s too bad,” he said as if he’d come looking for his daughters. “Maybe you can help me with something.” 
 
    “I doubt that very seriously.” 
 
    “I don’t.” 
 
    “What is it?” she asked, deciding not to make a scene and be kind to the man for a change. 
 
    Clifford’s dark brown eyes lit up. “Take a walk with me.” 
 
    Adeline huffed and leaned into her cane. “Is that supposed to be a joke?” 
 
    Clifford frowned. “No, I—” 
 
    “Because I’m sure you can tell,” Adeline said, cutting him off, “that I’m in no position to be taking leisurely strolls.” 
 
    “You can walk just fine the way I see it. Besides, if you want to get better, you should practice more often instead of circling that built-in therapy center you have inside.” 
 
    Clifford held out his hand to further probe her. 
 
    “How is this helping you?” 
 
    “Because I need to pick your brain about something, and while it’s been terribly cold this season, today the wind holds a light breeze. Perfect day for a stroll.” 
 
    He wiggled his brows for added effect, and Adeline pierced him with a stare before offering up a smirk. As if it was the last thing she wanted to do, Adeline accepted his outstretched hand. Clifford pulled her carefully over the threshold, and he leaned in to shut the door behind her.  
 
    When Clifford held out his hand for balance, Adeline retorted, “I’m good right now. If you see me going down, that’s when you should catch me.” 
 
    Clifford smiled. “Like I used to do,” he said. 
 
    Adeline paused and looked at him with another peer of her eyes. “What are you talking about, like you used to do? When we were together, I could hold my own.” She stood up straight and placed a hand on her hip just to show him how stable she used to be. 
 
    “Well, when we were together, your falling had nothing to do with your stroke and everything to do with not being able to hang with the big dog,” he said with a naughty gleam in his eyes. 
 
    Adeline gasped, then knocked him over the shoulder with the palm of her hand. It didn’t stop laughter from trickling out of her, and in return, Clifford also smiled as he nodded slowly. 
 
    “Yeah, you know it, sweetheart.” 
 
    Adeline glanced around them, making sure no one was in the vicinity to hear his dirty joke. “Come on, you old fool,” she said with a chuckle still in her voice. 
 
    “What?” Clifford said as he easily slipped his hand inside Adeline’s without her noticing. “You know it’s the truth.” 
 
    They strolled away from the door and started slowly around the circular driveway in an unhurried pace. 
 
    “Someone could’ve heard you,” Adeline said. 
 
    “The way I see it, everyone around his is grown and getting more than me and you are. And I thought you said no one was home anyhow.” 
 
    Adeline let his words process before responding. “First, who says they’re getting more than either of us? You don’t know what I’m getting. And there’s no telling what you are,” she said. “Secondly, I didn’t say no one was at home. I said, Claudia wasn’t here, and Desiree doesn’t live here.” 
 
    “So, who’s here?” 
 
    “London’s here.”  
 
    “Well shit, she’s grown, too.” 
 
    Adeline couldn’t help but smile.  
 
    “Now about who’s getting what,” Clifford started. 
 
    “Ah! Nope, I’m not talking about this with you,” Adeline said. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Tell me about this thing you wanted to run past me,” Adeline reverted.  
 
    Clifford let out a breath. For now, he would let that go. There was still some things to sort out when it came to he and Adeline, and right now, settling to be in her presence without the threat of being pushed away was all he cared about. 
 
    “Okay. Over the last few years of my captivity…” 
 
    Adeline paused her steps and side-eyed Clifford.  
 
    “Don’t you even go there,” she said. 
 
    They watched each other for a stretch. Clifford had disappeared a few years before Desiree was set to graduate from high school, and it pained him to leave. Unfortunately, Clifford had gotten mixed up in a gambling ring. At the time, he didn’t know the men he dealt with were shady. He assumed they were all just brothers trying to come up in the world. But he had been wrong. When the friend he thought was paying off his debt gypped him and ran off with his money, Clifford found himself in a situation where he had to work off his debt or suffer the consequences. There was no way he would endanger the lives of his wife and baby girls. So, he made the hard decision to leave. That had been over ten years ago. 
 
    When he returned, Clifford begged his girls for forgiveness and told them the truth about his disappearance. Or least what they needed to know. Claudia and Desiree had decided to let bygones be bygones. And now, Clifford was working overtime to get Adeline to do the same. Unfortunately for him, Adeline was more stubborn then she used to be, but he knew he was partially to blame for her hardened heart. No matter what it took, Clifford was determined to soften her into the Adeline who would sing with him in the kitchen on the good mornings when he was getting ready for work and the children were getting ready for school.  
 
    Coming out of his reverie, Clifford removed the cane from Adeline’s hand and tucked it under his arm. 
 
    “Hey!” she yelled with her hand outstretched. “I need that, give it back!” 
 
    Clifford clutched her palm just as Adeline took a wobbly step forward. With both of her hands in his, Clifford pulled her close. 
 
    “Do you remember when we used to dance?” Clifford moved slowly, leaning his hips from side to side in a soft sway. “Like this.” Without warning, he twirled her gently and pulled her back into his chest. 
 
    Half affright and half tickled, Adeline gripped his shoulder when she sailed back into his chest. Her eyes were wide, and she felt a sudden rush of warmth slip over her. 
 
    Clifford leaned down and kissed her forehead softly and waited for Adeline to scold him. When she didn’t, he exhaled a sigh of relief. 
 
    “You’re gonna make me fall,” she said finally. The usual sharpness of her tone had been replaced with a euphoric smoothness that sent a ripple through Clifford.  
 
    “I would never let you fall. You know that,” he said, staring right down into her deep-set eyes. 
 
    His gaze trailed over the bouncing bob that was her hair. Adeline had it cut and styled much like that of her daughter Claudia’s. The heat from her soft hands boiled Clifford’s blood. The manicurist had taken extra care with her feet and fingers, giving them a deep massage in an attempt to apologize for her tardiness yesterday.  
 
    “You’re just as beautiful today as you were the last time I saw you,” he crooned. 
 
    “That was yesterday,” Adeline reminded with a half snort. 
 
    Clifford smirked. “You know what I mean.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, I do,” she said, coming out of her haze to push off him. “Can I have my cane back please?” 
 
    Although she said it, for some strange reason, Adeline didn’t want the cane back. Never before had she had enough confidence where she felt she could walk off on her own without the assistance of the crutch. But Clifford was making her feel like she could do anything.  
 
    “You don’t need it,” he said, keeping it tucked under his arm and stepping to her side. “Hold on to my hand and leave the other one free and let’s walk. I still haven’t told you about my idea.” 
 
    Adeline opened her mouth to refute his words but decided against it as his peering stare.  
 
    “If I fall, Clifford Stevens, it better be on top of you, then maybe you’ll learn.” 
 
    Her suggestion was innocent enough. But at the thought of Adeline falling on top of him, Clifford wiggled his brows suggestively. It was too late for Adeline to take back the words, and a string of warmth ran through her fingers to her toes. She shut her lips tightly for fear of what she might slip up and say next. Which was what? she wondered. This was Clifford she was talking about here. Adeline hadn’t want him since Oprah was doing daytime talk shows. Adeline glanced away from him to clear her thoughts. 
 
    “What is this venture you’ve come up with now?” she said, getting back to the topic. 
 
    “I have some money I want to invest in a store.” 
 
    Adeline pulled away from him. “Is this legal money?”  
 
    “Of course, it is.” 
 
    Adeline mumbled, “You never know with you these days.” 
 
    “I realize it going to take probably another century for you to forgive me for leaving, but just know I’m willing to wait as long as it takes.” 
 
    They watched each other again, and Adeline pursed her lips. “Continue,” she said, deciding not to respond to his statement or acknowledge the rushing wave of nerves that bubbled in her stomach. 
 
    “I found a building that I could rent out, but I’m wondering if I should just right out purchase it instead.” 
 
    “If you have the money to make a full purchase, why pay rent?” 
 
    “Well for one, I want to test out the location. If I put all my money into buying the building, and the area is bad for business then, I’ll have to try and sell it. Then I risk losing money on the sale.” 
 
    “Have you spoken with the current owner?” 
 
    “Yeah. He wants the rent more than the sale, but my offer was too hard to refuse. He told me to give him a few days to think about it, but I feel in my gut he’s going to accept my proposal. 
 
    “Why don’t you ask if you can do a rent-to-own lease. That way you’ll have a chance to test out the market and if it doesn’t work out, you won’t be stuck with the building.” 
 
    Clifford smiled down at her. “That’s not a bad idea, but it could ruin my credit,” he said. 
 
    “Oh, you have credit?”  
 
    Clifford laughed, and Adeline smiled. 
 
    “Is this about that detailing shop you always wanted?” she asked. 
 
    This brought on a gorgeous full-fledge smile from Clifford. Adeline had almost forgotten how handsome his smile was until just then. 
 
    “You remembered,” he said as an air of pleasure coursed through him. 
 
    Adeline’s heart held an extra beat. One she hadn’t felt in decades. 
 
    “Of course, I remember. We were only together for a lifetime, and you talked about that detail shop every chance you got.” 
 
    Clifford lifted her hand to his lips and kissed the back of it. It was then that Adeline noticed she’d walked several steps with only the assistance of her threaded fingers with Clifford’s.  
 
    She gasped slightly, and Clifford knew immediately why. “What did I tell you,” he said. “You don’t need this cane. Now I know it will take some time for you to stop using it completely. But we can practice for as long as you want, whenever you want.” 
 
    Adeline’s brows rose. “We?” she queried. 
 
    Clifford nodded. “Now that you’ve worked up an appetite. Let me buy you lunch.” 
 
    Adeline pursed her lips. “You’re trying your luck today, aren’t ya?” 
 
    Clifford chuckled. “But I’m good company, right?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Adeline agreed. “Until you start getting on my nerves.” 
 
    That brought a full laugh from Clifford. He slipped his arm around her shoulder and pulled her in for a hug. 
 
    “Let me help you inside my truck.” 
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 Chapter Nine 
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    “You have been sulking around here over the last few days, but you still haven’t told me why,” Eden said. “Does this have anything to do with Quentin?”  
 
    Phoebe glanced at Eden. They were inside their three-bedroom Lincoln Park condo.  
 
    “How am I sulking? This,” Phoebe pointed to the papers strung all over her desk, “is called working from home. It has never been more difficult for me to find the dirt I need on a corporation. There are definitely some higher-ups covering for the defense.” 
 
    Phoebe took her eyes over the paper she’d been staring at for the last forty-five minutes. As a lead attorney at Rose and Garnett LLC, Phoebe didn’t get too many chances to take a load off and enjoy the fruits of her labor, which is another reason why Phoebe was completely annoyed. She’d managed to set aside time to take off, to enjoy the holiday season with her family. But the only thing she could manage to do currently was think about the way Quentin had dissed her at the gym. 
 
    She sighed and sat the pen down that she’d been tumbling through her fingers and stared over at her sister. 
 
    “Are you telling me the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth, so help you God?” Eden said. 
 
    Phoebe smirked. “Why don’t you just come right out and ask me whatever it is you’re thinking about?” 
 
    “Is Quentin partially to blame?” 
 
    “As much as you talk about how much of a dog Quentin is, you are always talking about him.” 
 
    “Because I know you have a crush on him, and you’re the happy triplet, so to see you sad makes me think he’s done something.” 
 
    Phoebe sighed. “You know, for someone who is so judgmental, you tend to forget that Derek James Clark is not a good boy either. You know what they say, birds of a feather flock together.” 
 
    Eden plopped down into the chair next to Phoebe. It was true, Derek James Clark and Quentin Davidson had been best friends since junior high school. Both men grew into their own successful entrepreneurs after receiving their bachelor degrees from Harvard University alongside Jonathon and Jacob Rose. As they received their degrees and accolades, they also received their playboy reputations. But for Phoebe, it was almost as if Eden had forgotten that she was in strong like with Quentin’s best friend. 
 
    “You’re right. Sometimes, I think I talk about Quentin to deflect from my own issues,” Eden said. 
 
    “Issues?” Phoebe inquired. 
 
    “Yeah. It’s a serious issue when you start to feel like a person who has a reputation of being a hound dog has become the fantasy of all of your dreams.” 
 
    Phoebe nodded. “Fantasy would be right.” 
 
    “Sorry, sis,” Eden said. “It is easier for me to tell you what you should or shouldn’t be doing with Quentin than it is for me to heed my own advice. You would think with us being super smart that we would have a clue.” 
 
    Phoebe cracked a smile. The girls had graduated from high school at the age of sixteen and went straight to college. They excelled in academia so much that they’d all three graduated college early as well, leading Phoebe to become a top attorney at her brother Jordan’s law firm. However, these days, she wasn’t feeling so smart with her latest decisions.  
 
    “Maybe we should date other people.” It spilled out of Phoebe’s mouth like it was a no-brainer. As if she could completely dispel the torrid attraction she and Quentin shared. 
 
    Eden raised a brown. She was also surprised that Phoebe had suggested it. Rolling her eyes side to side in thought, she wondered about their upcoming fundraiser for Jan’s Roses.  
 
    “We do need dates for the fundraiser.” 
 
    Phoebe nodded while wishing she hadn’t suggested dating other people at all. She was a grown woman, and playing games wasn’t her m.o. anymore anyways. On the other hand, maybe dating someone else was exactly what she needed. Phoebe had been lusting after Quentin so long she forgot what being on an actual date was like. 
 
    “You look like you’re about to renege already,” Eden said. 
 
    “Not necessarily,” Phoebe sang, then sighed. “I’ve got entirely too much work to do to be sitting here thinking about this.” 
 
    Eden rolled her eyes. “Girl, you’ll always have work to do. Your profession is a rotating door of exertion. You know,” Eden sat back and leveled Phoebe with a piercing look, “I’m surprised this doesn’t drive you mad. You weren’t the happiest camper when we came home from school with tons of homework.” 
 
    “And I try not to bring a lot of it home now,” Phoebe said. “I would be at the office, but I’m just not feeling it today. I don’t have to be in court, so here I am.” 
 
    Eden nodded. “About the dates we need for the fundraiser. Where will we get them?” 
 
    “Put in an ad online,” Phoebe said. 
 
    Eden glared at Phoebe. “Are you crazy? We can’t date men online with our family’s reputation. Do you know what that type of process would be like?” Eden smacked her lips. “You know we wouldn’t be able to decipher who was generally interested in dating and who just wanted to shoot their shot.” 
 
    “Well, we have that same problem with in-person dating. Everyone knows who we are.” 
 
    “Damn,” Eden said. “Do you think that’s why we stick with lusting over Derek and Quentin?” 
 
    Phoebe thought about Quentin. His handsome dark chocolate face, molded physique, and charming nature. A heated buzz split through her in an instant, and before she could answer the question, Eden already knew. 
 
    “Never mind,” Eden said. “That’s definitely not the reason.” 
 
    Phoebe was nodding in agreement. What was she going to do about this enormous craving she had for Quentin Davidson? 
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    “Busy week?”  
 
    A warm smile grew across Christopher Lee Rose’s face at the sound of her voice. He pulled his eyes from the stock market reports to glance at Norma. At six-foot-six, three hundred pounds and stacked like his sons with an edgier build, the business mogul stood to his full height and a warm smile grew across his face as he took in her appearance. 
 
    Absent was the pretentious personality she carried when in front of others. Now the only thing that remained was her soft brown eyes, graceful smile, and the caring nurturer of a lover. It always amazed Christopher how she could turn it on and off for the sake of show and tell. And it worked most days, except those times Christopher neared her.  
 
    Norma would almost always find a way to escape his proximity. Most of the time, he allowed her to flee, but sometimes, he just couldn’t help himself, and he would wrap Norma up with a winsome twirl, and she would giggle like a school girl and shoo him away.  
 
    “It has been an interesting week dealing with Fred and Sampson.” Christopher crossed the room and paused right before her, taking the short glass of brandy on ice out of her grasp. “Thank you,” he said, taking a sip. 
 
    “You’re always welcome.” Norma smiled. 
 
    “I’ve missed you this week,” he said. 
 
    Norma’s heart raced. She’d missed him, too. Norma and Christopher had been intimately seeing each other for the better part of four years. Although she lived in the house with him, Norma took up space on the other side of the mansion. It was to keep things together and in perspective. So some days, like this lonely week, Norma would rise and move around after Christopher had already left for the day.  
 
    Norma was no selfish woman. If Christopher felt like being with Fred and Samson was important, then that’s where he should be.  
 
    “I’m tired of waiting,” he said, sighing. He grabbed her hand, linking their fingers together. 
 
    Norma’s heart raced faster. For a few years now, Christopher had wanted to tell his children that he and Norma were in love. But she would always tell him to wait, citing it wasn’t the right time. Norma only stared into his dark gray eyes.  
 
    When she didn’t respond, Christopher repeated himself. “I’m tired of waiting, sweetheart.” 
 
    He pulled her close and placed a kiss on her forehead. Her skin was soft and warm to the touch.  
 
    “I don’t know, Mr. Rose,” she said. 
 
    Christopher frowned. His hand trailed down her shoulders, waist, hips, and thighs before covering her bottom in an aching smack.  
 
    “Ah!” Norma yelped as the sting from his lash penetrated her bottom.  
 
    Without moving his hand, Christopher squeezed her derriere and pulled her close. Norma came willingly, officially captive in his powerful aura. Christopher loved everything about Norma, especially the extra thickness she held in her hips, butt, and thighs. Falling in love with her had happened by accident, but Christopher wouldn’t change the decision he’d made when asking her to move in with him. Leaning into her, Christopher captured her lips for a soft, slow, warm kiss. Their mouths tingled as heat fled over their tongues, causing them both to shiver. 
 
    “I’m tired of waiting,” he repeated, almost as a plea for her to end it and allow him to confess their love to the world.  
 
    But still Norma hesitated. Truly, she didn’t want his children to hate her. It was one thing for them to think she was only their adoring housekeeper but to find out that she’d been secretly seeing their father could cause a rift between them. It was a big risk. One she wasn’t ready to take. 
 
    “I know,” she said finally. “I understand.” 
 
    “Then we can tell them then.” 
 
    “We?” Norma’s face crumbled, and Christopher ran a smooth hand over her face to hold her chin. 
 
    “Yes, we. We are together in this, right?” 
 
    Norma’s nerves were heightened again. “Maybe we should wait until—” 
 
    “When? Give me a date and time that would be most appropriate for us to reveal our love for one another.” 
 
    Norma reached for his broad shoulders, laying a caressing hand up the back of his head into his thin slick hair. 
 
    “Paciencia…” she crooned. “Por favor.” 
 
    Christopher shut his eyes. “I have waited,” he said. “I’ve had all the patience a man in my situation could possibly have.” 
 
    Norma’s heart swelled at the pained look on his face.  
 
    “Soon,” she said. “You don’t want to disappoint your girlfriends. One of them stop by earlier this week looking for you.” Norma smiled at her attempt at a joke. She was trying to move past the subject. 
 
    Christopher frowned. “Don’t play with me, woman,” he said. “You know better than that.” 
 
    Norma giggled again. 
 
    “I guess it was Martha Jean?” 
 
    “How did you know?” 
 
    “Adeline wouldn’t come after me. Not in the way Martha Jean would.” 
 
    Norma nodded. “Adeline would wait for you to come to her. My kind of woman.” 
 
    “But not mine,” Christopher crooned.  
 
    Norma giggled again. “There’s meatloaf, greens, macaroni and cheese, and cornbread in the kitchen.” 
 
      “Mmmm, sounds good,” he said. “It’s a shame I don’t have an appetite for food.” Christopher cupped her chin again and pulled her lips to his in another delicate saccharine kiss.  
 
    The giggles that rose from Norma were non-stop now as Christopher’s lips found the soft flesh of her chin, ears, and neck. A coat of heat covered Norma, and her eyes fell as she took in a deep breath.  
 
    “Marry me, mi amor,” Christopher hummed. 
 
    Norma’s heart slammed against her chest, and her eyes shot open. Christopher continued to nibble on her ear when she pulled away from him slowly. When their gazes connected, the soft request sat stirring in Christopher’s eyes.  
 
    “I cannot live the rest of my days in shadow with you. I want you to be my wife. Say you will.” 
 
    A mist of tears clouded Norma’s eyes. “Christopher…” she said.  
 
    His name coming from her mouth just made him that much more heated than he was standing before her. Christopher sat his glass of Brandy down and covered both of Norma’s palms with his big masculine hands.  
 
    “On Christmas,” he said. 
 
    Norma’s mouth dropped. “That’s days away! How would we pull that off?” 
 
    “First,” Christopher said, “you have to answer me. Then we can talk about the arrangements.” 
 
    Norma burst into tears, her hands covering her mouth. Christopher’s arms circled her and the warmth from their touch, mixed with the sentiment of their love, comforted them both as Norma cried.  
 
    “Yes,” she said, “I love you,” she sang as her tears continued to fall. 
 
    “And I love you. Let’s not postpone. I think we’ve waited long enough. We deserve our happiness just like everyone else.” 
 
    Norma continued to cry. She knew Christopher was right, and she wanted everything he’d proposed. But it didn’t mean that she wasn’t scared of what this could mean for the family dynamic of their household. With all that, she too, no longer wanted to wait.  
 
    Pulling back from him she responded, “When will we tell them?” 
 
    Christopher waited a beat before speaking again. “After the fundraiser at dinner.” 
 
    Norma shook her head vigorously. “That is absolutely not the right time to tell them. After Janet’s event?” She gave him a questionable stare. 
 
    “I know,” he said, “but it’s the only other time we’ll get to tell them before Christmas. “ 
 
    “It’s too soon,” she said. “They won’t have time to get prepared even if they wanted to come.” 
 
    Christopher glanced down at her sharply. “What do you mean even if they want to come, of course they’ll come.” 
 
    “You don’t know that for sure. What if they think… what if…” 
 
    Christopher took a smoothing hand over her back and kissed her forehead again. “None of those what ifs are going to happen. You’re worried for nothing.” 
 
    In his heart, Christopher hoped that he was right.  
 
    “After the event, here at the house,” he said, making the set date final. 
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 Chapter Ten 
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    I’ll be ready in ten minutes. 
 
    Samiyah crossed her legs and dropped her cell phone in her lap to wait for Jonas’ response. She lifted a cup of hot tea to her lips and took her focus back to her mother. Also sitting with her legs crossed, Martha Jean mulled over the conversation she and Samiyah had. Samiyah wanted to make sure Martha Jean would play nice tomorrow when the family came together for the Jan’s Roses fundraiser event. Instead of feeling beat up on, Martha Jean took the coaching in stride. After all, it was her own fault that her daughter felt the need to remind her of how special this evening was. 
 
    Samiyah’s phone buzzed, and she glanced down to retrieve the phone. A smile spread across her lips, and Martha Jean knew that meant Jonas was on the other end. It made her mind travel back to the lunch date with Antonio Rose. The man had been charming enough, opening doors and pulling out chairs. Martha Jean surmised that the men were all raised that way, and she was genuinely grateful for their parents. 
 
    What interest Martha Jean about Antonio was his compelling nature. She had never been one to let a man order her around, but the few times Antonio had tried his luck, she’d let him.  
 
    “Do you pray over your food, Ms. Martha Jean?” he’d asked. 
 
    “Sometimes,” she said. “Depends on how hungry I am.” Martha Jean had laughed it off as a joke, but Antonio’s lifted brow and the creases in his forehead indicated he didn’t get the joke.  
 
    “Tonight, we’ll make sure to bless our food, and any other time we eat together for that matter.” 
 
    Antonio reached across the table, and Martha Jean easily went along with whatever he’d said after that. She’d found herself laughing at jokes that she knew would never make it in a standup show. But she chuckled still, and it felt good. Now she wondered how to feel about it. Tomorrow, Martha Jean planned to look stellar in her evening gown. Her aim was to turn Christopher’s head, but the rummaging in her stomach made her uncomfortably aware that she almost hoped it pleased Antonio instead.  
 
    “What are you thinking about, Ma?” 
 
    Martha Jean snapped out of her thoughts to look over at Samiyah.  
 
    “Hmm?” she said. 
 
    Samiyah peered at her. “I said, what were you over there thinking about?” 
 
    “Oh, um, the Jan’s Roses fundraiser,” she said. 
 
    “What about it?” 
 
    “Well, if you want me to be specific, my dress.” Martha Jean smiled. “I plan to be the star of the show, darling,” she drawled, and Samiyah chuckled. “That is along with my beautiful daughter.” Martha bounced her shoulders with a little jiggle, and Samiyah’s smile grew. 
 
    “That’s the spirit.” 
 
    The doorbell rang, and Samiyah knew it was her husband. 
 
    “Wow, that was quick,” Martha Jean said, rising from her seat.  
 
    “What can I say,” Samiyah responded. “He loves me.” She blushed, slipping her feet back inside her four-inch Jimmy Choos.  
 
    “He loves me,” Martha Jean mocked, then stuck out her tongue. 
 
    “Ma!” 
 
    Martha Jean crossed her eyes then laughed. She reached out and tucked her arm into Samiyah’s, and together they cruised to the door. When the door opened, a gust of wind sailed into the room, and Samiyah shivered, snuggling deeper into her jacket with a pull of her collar. The cool breeze she felt didn’t last when hazel eyes met hers, causing a torrid heat to fall over her as if she’d been covered by a warm blanket.  
 
    “Good evening,” Jonas said. He glanced over at Martha Jean. “How are you, ladies?” The deep groove of his voice waved over Samiyah, and her nipples tightened painfully. It amazed her that he could still do that, just with the manifestation of his presence.  
 
    “How ya doing, son-in-law?” Martha Jean said. 
 
     Jonas smiled and eased inside the doorway.  
 
    “Am I interrupting, or is it safe to steal my wife now?” He closed the door behind him, simultaneously leaving no space between he and Samiyah. 
 
    “I think she’s ready to go.” Martha Jean glanced over at Samiyah.  
 
    Samiyah was staring at Jonas with a golden glow shining over her face. Her eyes were lowered, and her lips puckered. Martha Jean chuckled. “I believe she’s in heat.” 
 
    Jonas turned his gaze to meet Samiyah’s. The comment sitting on his tongue he decided to swallow. Martha Jean didn’t need to know what kind of trouble her baby girl was in. And he could almost guarantee that she wouldn’t be delighted to find out just how loud she would scream his name when he took her. With the naughty thoughts ringing in his head, Jonas reached for Samiyah’s hand and pulled them to his lips for a heated kiss.  
 
    “I missed you,” he said. 
 
    Samiyah blushed and traced her lips with her tongue. “I missed you, too, babe.” They leaned in for a kiss, and Martha Jean took this moment to speak. 
 
    “You know, y’all could just go home. I won’t be mad.” 
 
    Jonas fiddled with Samiyah’s chin then turned to Martha Jean.  
 
    “Is there anything that you need?” he asked. 
 
    “Well since you’re asking…” 
 
    “No!” Samiyah yelled, squinting at her mother. 
 
    Jonas glanced from Samiyah to Martha Jean, then back to Samiyah again. “Is there something I should know?” he asked. 
 
    Samiyah shut her lips and glanced at her mother.  
 
    “Everything’s fine,” Martha Jean said, “my daughter is being her usual overbearing self.” 
 
    Samiyah’s mouth dropped. “Overbearing, me?” 
 
    “I call it like I see it.” Martha Jean shrugged. “But to answer your question, son-in-law, I’ve got everything I need. Y’all go on and have a good night.” 
 
    “The limo will be here to pick you up at 2 p.m.,” Jonas stated. 
 
    “I’ll be ready.” 
 
    “Marissa and Calvin will be here to assist you with your hair and makeup,” Samiyah added. 
 
    “We had this conversation already,” Martha Jean said. 
 
    “Yes, but sometimes you forget. That means don’t pull your gun on them when they knock on your door." 
 
    “Gun?” Jonas said. 
 
    Samiyah sighed. “Long story.” 
 
    “Not really,” Martha inclined. “I have a gun because I want to be safe. It’s as plain and simple as that.” 
 
    Jonas frowned. “You don’t feel safe here?” 
 
    “Like I told your wife, I’m a single woman living alone, it’s just for protection.” Martha shrugged. “You never know.” 
 
    “I understand, but your security is top of the line. No one can get past your gate unless you let them.” 
 
    “Well just in case I don’t, and they still get in, I’ll be sure to remind them why they never should’ve tried it.” 
 
    “Oh boy,” Samiyah groaned. 
 
    Jonas smirked. “Okay,” he said, stepping to Martha Jean for a hug. “Have a good night.” He placed a kiss on her cheek and reached back for Samiyah.  
 
    Samiyah accepted his hand as she glided up to Martha Jean. “Good night, Mama. Don’t hurt nobody okay?” 
 
    Martha Jean smirked, and they air kissed. “Love you both,” she said. “Goodnight.” 
 
    Jonas reopened the door, and they stepped out into the chilly night. Jonas moved to drape his arm around Samiyah’s waist and pull her in. In sync, they left the porch for the Bentley truck. After helping Samiyah inside, Jonas closed her door and strolled to the driver’s side. Seeing Martha Jean standing idle in the doorway, Jonas tossed his hand in a single wave.  
 
    She waved back, then disappeared inside, shutting the door. Inside the Bentley, heat blasted from the vent.  
 
    “Should we send her some personal security? I’m sure Jonathon wouldn’t mind having a few men in rotation.” 
 
    “That’s not necessary,” Samiyah said, reaching out for him, “but I’ll tell you what you can do for me,” she purred. 
 
    His pupils darkened, and he leaned over, meeting Samiyah halfway. “What can I do for you, baby?” his dark voice beat. “I’ll do anything.” 
 
    “Get us home as fast as this truck will take us. We’ve been apart far too long.” 
 
    Jonas licked his lips and reached across Samiyah for her seatbelt. “You might want to buckle up then, love.” 
 
    Samiyah smiled and stuffed her nose into the crook of his neck then drug her lips up to his face. The masculine scent drove her wild and did crazy things to her nervous system. It didn’t take them long to find the darkened highway. Getting to their three level Tudor-style home was the only thing Jonas wanted to do. Making love to his wife had become a treat he’d gladly looked forward to at the end of most of his work days. Sometimes, Jonas tried not to overdo it. He understood that Samiyah was nearing the end of her pregnancy, so most nights he tried with all his might to give it to her nice and slow. However, tonight, Jonas was feeling arrestingly driven with a passion that was fueled by his love for her, and he wanted to give Samiyah every single inch of him in a painfully uncivilized way. 
 
    Reaching over the console, Samiyah’s fingers danced across his lap and a hum tuned from her lips. The melody was one Jonas recognized as her favorite song that she kept on replay in the house at times. When her fingers slipped into the thread of his zipper and pulled the metal buzzer down, Jonas glanced at her knowingly. Samiyah smiled, and her tongue slipped out of her mouth to play with the corner of her lips.  
 
    Continuing to hum, Samiyah removed the belt buckle and unfastened his pants, reaching in to grip his elongated shaft.  
 
    “Grrrrrrrr…” A lone warning trekked from his throat as he navigated the vehicle with precision down the road. Samiyah’s soft hand closed around his muscle, gliding up to the head of his penis and back down to the base to cup his balls. “Damn it, woman,” he said as a torrent of heat burned through him, making his shaft bigger by the second.  
 
    “Mmmm,” Samiyah moaned, adjusting herself in the seat to lean over to him. When her lips covered his dick, a string of profanity spilled from his mouth.  
 
    “You have to stop,” he said with a gruff tone.  
 
    “Mmmm,” Samiyah said, taking her tongue down the length of him in one intensely long suck.  
 
    “Fuck!” Jonas said as he held a stern grip on the steering wheel. “Samiyah…” He growled.  
 
    “Mmhmm,” she said as her mouth moved up and down. With a greedy appetite, Samiyah opened her throat to adjust herself for Jonas’ girth. Saliva ran from the corners of her mouth, and on a slippery slope, Samiyah slurped and sucked, pulling and stretching his warm cinnamon skin. She was so explicitly turned on that she could prop her legs up to play with her clitoris and come in an instant.  
 
    Jonas pushed the security code into the keypad and could barely stand waiting for the gate to open. When Samiyah took in another huge suck, Jonas’ head fell back, and his fingers dug into her hair for a firm grip. He moved her up and down biting on his jaw at the magnificent way she lapped at his unyielding erection. A lightning shock of heat covered him, and with utter determination, Jonas pulled her off. Samiyah’s lips smacked as she fought to hang on to her connection. Looking to Jonas with eyes so sultry and lips so pouty, Jonas couldn’t help but devour her mouth. His lips crushed into hers as he pulled her with a fierceness so intense a trickle of cream left Samiyah’s pussy and sailed into the seat of her panties. 
 
    With fever they kissed and the atmosphere in the truck scorched into a dense humidity. Samiyah reached for his cock, needing to feel him again as his tongue traveled down her throat. They were two seconds away from their front door. Literally. But neither wanted to move for the sake of disconnecting. Jonas tore his lips from hers and trailed kisses down her chin.  
 
    “I love you, I love you, I love you,” she crooned. “Baby,” she panted, “I need you, now.” 
 
    Jonas pulled his gaze to hers then quickly unbuckled his seatbelt and left his seat for the passenger door. Opening swiftly, Jonas reached over Samiyah, releasing her belt and scooping her into his arms. His maneuver was smooth as he turned his back and shut the door with a flip of his foot. At the door, Jonas slipped the key inside while Samiyah nibbled on his earlobe, and Jonas walked purposefully to one of their bedrooms on the main floor.  
 
    “Babe, you forgot to close the front door,” she purred.  
 
    “No one’s coming in. I’ll close it later.” 
 
    Samiyah went back to tracing his lobe with her tongue, and once they made it down the stretch of the corridor, she panted.  
 
    “Put me down, I want it hard tonight, against this wall, right here,” she begged. 
 
    Jonas sat Samiyah on her feet and helped her remove the extra layers of clothing she wore. He tossed his fleece and pulled out of his shirt. Samiyah waved her hands over the ripples in his chest, gliding her arms up his shoulders. Jonas slipped his brawny hands up her neck and his fingers sank into her tresses.  
 
    “As bad as I would love to take you hard against this wall, I can’t have us hurting our baby.” His kissed her mouth, then sucked her lips before brushing kisses down her neck.  
 
    “I promise we won’t hurt the baby.” Samiyah’s eyes rolled as his kisses singed her skin, melting her where she stood. “Please,” she panted. “I love you, but our sex lately has been…” 
 
    Sharply, Jonas pulled away from her, and his brows knocked together in a frown. “Has been what?” 
 
    Samiyah reached for his face. “I don’t mean any harm, baby, our sex has been great, just a little soft.” The more she went on explaining, the more horrified Jonas’ expression became. “You’ve spoiled me, baby. I want you to fuck me hard like you did before I became with child.” 
 
    Jonas just stared at her. Samiyah leaned into him and kissed his lips. 
 
    “You mean all this time, you haven’t enjoyed our sex?” he asked, astonished. 
 
    Samiyah shook her head vigorously. “That’s not what I said. I love our sex, I just don’t want you to take it so easy on me.” Samiyah unclasped her bra and wiggled out of her panties.  
 
    Jonas gaze fell to her breasts; they had gotten bigger and her chocolate nipples more extended. He bit his bottom lip and took a step back, taking in the fullness of her. Jonas’ heart rocked against his chest. He didn’t know it was possible to be in love with someone wholly and unequivocally as he was with Samiyah. Seeing her now in her bare necessities, caring his heir with the grace of a lioness stirred his soul to the point that he could fall to his knees. 
 
    Turning her back to him, Samiyah bent slightly, poking her derriere out. Jonas moved out of his pants and stroked his dick as he pushed his clothing to the side with his feet.  
 
    “Come here,” he said, gathering Samiyah as she turned in his arms. Lifting her, Jonas pushed her back against the wall, then kissed her forehead, nose, and lips. “If it’s too much, you have to tell me,” he said.  
 
    Samiyah’s heartbeat raced in anticipation of him. Then, Jonas entered her womb, stretching her with one deep piercing thrust.  
 
    “O!” her mouth parted, and Jonas sank his tongue into her mouth. 
 
    “Promise me,” he said as he plunged deeper and pulled at her lips with his teeth.  
 
    Samiyah’s mouth held open, and a hot wave of nerves scattered her torso. “I promise,” she panted. 
 
    Jonas moved in and out of her, slow at first, then with a passion that ignited a flame and torched their skin. His hands gripped her thighs and sank into the creases of her hips. With her held up against the wall, Jonas pumped into her, dragging his engorged dick back and forth, clutching her walls within. Lifting her bottom higher, Jonas knocked into her pussy and her curvy ass bounced against his pelvis as he massaged her insides from a dangerous angle. Spasms rocked through Samiyah as Jonas lifted her again. With each new level of height, he pierced her with another torpedo driving stroke. Over and over, Jonas filled Samiyah with every inch that he possessed. In a profound immersion, Jonas sank and grooved as the tight suction of her lips pulsed harder with each immaculate thrust. 
 
    “Oh my God…” she yelled. Samiyah’s nails dug into his shoulders, and with every pummel, a stifling heat seared her core and shocked her body. 
 
    “Tell me…” his dangerous voice grooved, “how does it feel, baby?” 
 
    A shiver of chills ran down Samiyah’s spine.  
 
    “So damn good,” she said in a panting breath. 
 
    Samiyah’s wetness spilled down his dick, and their bodies slapped together, creating a melody that permeated the hallway walls. Jonas’ hips bucked and plummeted as his grip tightened even more. Faster, he drove into Samiyah when a wail fell from her lips. 
 
    “How about now?” Jonas said as his lips kissed down her shoulders.  
 
    “Yes, yes, yes!” Samiyah hissed, her head rolling from side to side. “Oh!” she yelled at the beating Jonas pounded her with. Samiyah’s thighs stung, and her breasts bounced just as her gates opened. “I’m going to fuckin’ come!” she whined like that of a trapped animal. She lifted a hand and smacked both of his shoulders in succession.  
 
    “Let me have your mouth,” he ordered, and Samiyah’s lips sank into his. Jonas sailed quick jabs into her vagina with a firm, steady hold. Like a bulldozer, he pushed into her so fast Samiyah felt homicidal.  
 
    She pulled away from his glorious mouth and lurched forward, sinking her teeth into his neck. A growl rumbled from Jonas, and he pulled her off the wall, holding her high as his jabs became unstable. A scream ripped from Samiyah’s throat, and she creamed all over his shaft.  
 
    “Fuck me!” he barked as his hot cum shot inside her womb. A high-pitch buzz rang in their ears as they fell apart together. Jonas staggered backwards into the wall. With their breaths labored, they kissed and whispered loving adulations to one another.  
 
    “Every night,” Samiyah shuddered. “Every night, you, and me, and this wall. We have a date.” 
 
    Jonas smiled slightly as he continued to catch his breath.  
 
    “Do I get a say in this?” he asked. 
 
    “No,” she panted. 
 
    Jonas chuckled and stepped forward, walking them into the master suite.  
 
    “I’m going to run us a bubble bath,” he said, easing Samiyah onto the bed. When they disconnected, both of them felt a dizzying moment of collapse. “Damn woman.” Jonas kissed her lips, and Samiyah held on to his neck. 
 
    “Just get into bed,” she said. “We’ll shower in the morning.” 
 
    “Tomorrow, we have a busy day ahead of us, love.” 
 
    “That’s all right,” Samiyah retorted. “We’ll get it together. Right now, I just want you.” 
 
    Jonas smiled into her lips and lifted her again, crawling to the head of the bed with her wrapped around him. Once they were comfortable in the sheets, he ran a heated palm down her back and over her rounded buttocks. With a hot pop, Jonas smacked her ass, and Samiyah moaned, sticking out her tongue to lick his lips. 
 
    “Your mom was right,” he said. 
 
    Samiyah arched a brow. 
 
    “You are in heat.”  
 
    Samiyah chuckled. “I guess I am. So you know what that means.” 
 
    Jonas flipped Samiyah over on her side and entered her from the back. 
 
    “Aaaah!” Samiyah screeched as he expanded inside her. 
 
    Jonas rocked back and forth, taking Samiyah over again in a maelstrom of orgasms. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eleven 
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    When the sun rose the next day, everyone in the Rose family was busy preparing for the Jan’s Roses fundraiser. Samiyah and Jonas awakened in a haze of love while Claudia and Jaden rose early to get in their morning run. On the opposite side of town, Phoebe, Eden, and Jasmine sat idle as their stylist and makeup artists ran around them in circles.  
 
    Martha Jean and Adeline were just as busy, both trying to keep their mind on the goal to steal Christopher’s heart while simultaneously thinking about Antonio and Clifford. While Adeline practiced her walk that was steadying by the day, Martha Jean fussed over her foundation, which she removed and had Calvin reapply. The buoyant makeup artist didn’t flinch as he brushed over Martha Jean’s face until she was satisfied.  
 
    At Christopher Lee Rose’s house, time seemed to move slow, and he knew why. Every year on the anniversary of his late wife’s passing, a sadness would creep over him. Thoughts of his and Janet’s earlier years would scroll through his memory, and he would find himself laughing and crying. It was something he shared alone without the worried stares and glances he was sure to receive once he’d made it to the fundraiser. Interestingly, sadness was nowhere to be found when he awakened. In its place was the need to celebrate Janet’s memory. On his knees in prayer, Christopher sent an extra word to the Lord. Christopher could rest assured that Janet was in the best possible hands there was. In his conversation with God, Christopher prayed for his family’s protection and spiritual covering, and for their understanding with the revelation he would disclose to them when they regrouped after the event. When he completed his prayers, Christopher sat idle for a moment, gaining clarity over the years of his life. 
 
    It was then that he shot a quick prayer back up in thanksgiving. He’d been blessed to watch his kids grow up, graduate from school, and get married. Now soon he would also become a grandfather, and that was the icing on the cake. Christopher smiled as he thought about everything his boys had accomplished. And he was sure, his girls got their book smarts from their mother. That thought warmed his heart, and his smile lingered. Yes, he had been truly blessed. Now, Christopher would receive the biggest blessing of all. The ability to love again. His heart soared with thoughts of Norma. She’d been the glue that held the family together throughout the years. From her advice, to her loving nature, to her spunky wit. There had been many instances where Christopher had witnessed his children grieve about the loss of their mother to Norma when he couldn’t seem to reach them. She would rub a reassuring hand over them and give them encouragement. Always sowing seeds of life, love, and prosperity through the words she spoke to them. He appreciated her adoration for his children, and Christopher had made certain when Norma’s boys were ready that their college tuition would be paid for. 
 
    There was no place Norma belonged other than their family, and Christopher was delighted to make an honest woman out of her. Rising to his feet, Christopher slipped his hands into his pockets and let out a long slow breath. His eyes swept around the traditional style room and landed on a picture of Janet on the far wall. Sitting in the hospital bed holding Phoebe, Eden, and Jasmine, Janet’s smile stretched across her face, and tears were in her eyes. Christopher strolled to the picture and picked it up to stare at it. He grinned and rubbed his thumb over the glass protection of the photo. It was time to take the pictures down. He would give them to his daughters, where they should’ve been anyway. 
 
    “Rest in Heaven, Jan,” he half whispered just as the sound of the floorboard creaked. Christopher turned to catch the fleeting back of Norma. “Don’t leave,” he said. She halted her footsteps but didn’t reenter the room.  
 
    Turning slowly to face Christopher, Norma spoke, “I was just coming by to check on you.” Her eyes moved from his handsome face to the photo in his hand at his side. “I didn’t mean to disturb—” 
 
    “You didn’t,” he interjected. “I was merely reflecting. This time of year always does that to me.” He smiled softly. “It took you long enough to come see about me though. I could’ve been in here passed out or drowning in my sorrows,” he joked.  
 
    “I would’ve come sooner… I just thought, maybe, you should have some time alone.” 
 
    Christopher sat the photo down and crossed the room to Norma.  
 
    “I’m just kidding, love. What’s wrong, you seem serious and nervous. Is it anything I can help with?” 
 
    Norma sighed. “I am nervous, Christopher.” 
 
    Christopher was relieved that she didn’t call him Mr. Rose. It bothered him more now than anything, especially since she was no longer an employee but the love of his life. 
 
    Christopher waved a hand over Norma’s shoulders and gave them a slight squeeze. “I know our revelation is a big deal, but honestly, these are the same kids you’ve help me raise. They love you. They would go completely crazy if you weren’t a part of this family.” 
 
    “Yeah, as everything but their…” Norma hesitated. 
 
    “Mother?” he finished. 
 
    Norma nodded. “I can’t replace Janet, Christopher. I’m terrified.” 
 
    “Sssssh.” Christopher pulled her into his embrace. “No one is asking you to replace Janet. They won’t expect you to, and I don’t expect you to. You… are… Norma. That’s who you’ll always be, and that’s who we want in our lives.” Christopher waited a beat before continuing. “Now if you’re trying to bail on marrying me, just tell me now so I can cry my eyes out in peace.” 
 
    Norma smirked up at him, giving Christopher a slight swat on his arms. “Oh hush, you know I would never do that.” 
 
    “Do I?” 
 
    Norma peered up at him. “Christopher Lee Rose, there is no man I would ever want to be with other than you. For a lifetime.” 
 
    Christopher covered his heart. “You’re making me emotional, woman.” 
 
    Norma laughed, and he bent down to her for a kiss. 
 
    “When will your boys be here?” Christopher asked. 
 
    “Nicolas and Alejandro will meet us at the fundraiser. Santiago has a girlfriend who can’t get time off, and he doesn’t want to leave her, so he’s won’t make it.” 
 
    Christopher gauged her reaction. “Are you okay with that?” 
 
    Norma shrugged. “They grow up and have their own lives you know.” 
 
    Christopher nodded. He did know. When Jonas moved out of the house, he took Jaden with him. Or rather, Jaden wanted to be with his big brother. Jonas and Jaden had always been close because they were the first two around for a few years before the others came along. But after leaving, it was like his boys disappeared one after the other. The next thing Christopher knew, he was living alone.  
 
    “They say it is what it is.” He smirked and so did Norma. “Let’s have lunch. I’ll cook.” 
 
    Aghast, Norma reared her head back to look at him. “You’re cooking?” She took her eyes around the room. “Somebody call the fire marshal.” 
 
    “That’s not funny, woman.” 
 
    Norma fell over in laughter. Christopher tickled her neck, and his fingers trailed up to her ears. Norma squealed and turn to evade him. She didn’t make it a step before he covered her in his big muscular arms.  
 
    “You didn’t actually think you’d get away,” he said with his mouth to her ear. 
 
    Norma’s eyes closed, and she shuddered at the warmness of his mouth.  
 
    “I didn’t make a big effort to leave because I don’t want to.” 
 
    “Mmm,” Christopher hummed. “That’s my girl. Just so you know, you’ll never get away from me again.” 
 
    Norma turned in his arms. “You say that as if I’ve tried before.” 
 
    “What I mean is we’ve put up a front in front of the children for as long as I can take it. So are you ready to be the real us around them?” 
 
    Norma bit down on her lip. Being with Christopher this way was easy. “Honestly, honey, I’d be too embarrassed. We’re old, those children don’t want to see that.” 
 
    Christopher cocked his head to the side and squinted at her. “We’re older,” he corrected, “not dead. I’m sure they won’t mind.” 
 
    “That makes one of us.” 
 
    “Do you believe me?” 
 
    “I do,” she said. 
 
    The two words sparked an energy in Christopher that spread through his veins and cuddled in his gut.  
 
    “Mmm, I do, too, baby.”  
 
    They kissed, slow and steady. Norma was so in love. The way Christopher cared for her was like nothing she’d ever experienced. It wasn’t as if she’d had a husband before. But even the one or two long term relationships that she’d held were nothing compared to what she and Christopher shared. Norma reveled in the tingles that covered her mouth when they kissed and the heat that flooded her loins when they touched. She was sure this was where she wanted to be. Now all she had to do was convince his family of the same. And although she trusted Christopher and believed everything he said, she couldn’t help but wonder what would happen if he were wrong. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
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    After their vibrant lunch, where Norma made jokes about Christopher’s chicken salad sandwiches, the couple went their separate ways so that they would be ready in time for the fundraiser.  
 
    “Save me a dance,” Christopher told Norma.  
 
    “A dance?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes.” Christopher twirled her out, then back to him. “A dance, my lady.”  
 
    Norma blushed, and her nerves shot to the roof. “Okay…”  
 
    Now in the bathroom mirror, Norma accessed herself. She braced her hands on the porcelain sink and took in a deep languorous breath as her head dropped. Thoughts tackled her about what the children would think when they saw them dancing, when they saw them holding hands, when they saw them kiss. 
 
    Putting one foot in front of the other, Norma ran her shower and commenced to getting ready. Her mind was in a constant state of fog as she moved around the bathroom. There was a knock on her bedroom door, and with the bath towel still wrapped around her, Norma peeked her head out of the vestibule and called out. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Ms. Rodriguez, I’m Taylor. Mr. Rose sent me to help you with your dress.” 
 
    Norma took a glance around the room and tightened her towel. She wasn’t in the habit of letting people dress her, but if Christopher had sent the woman, then Norma would allow her entrance. Opening the door, Norma came face to face with a tall, thin, Caucasian woman with bouncy red curls and piercing blue eyes.  
 
    “I’m aware that you’d rather do this yourself,” Taylor said, “so instead of bringing a small crew, and for the sake of your sanity, I’ll be your stylist, makeup artist, and anything else you need.” 
 
    Taylor was holding a small black suitcase with God knew what was inside, Norma thought. Taylor followed her line of sight. 
 
    “Every and anything you could possibly need.” Taylor smiled. “Let’s get started. 
 
    The women moved throughout the room as the hours passed by. When Taylor sprayed the last sheen of hair spritz on Norma’s soft brown hair, a smile spread across Taylor’s face. 
 
    “You’re smiling,” Norma said, “that’s a good thing, right?” 
 
    Taylor grabbed Norma’s shoulders and walked her to the full-length mirror. A gasp flew from Norma’s lips, and her hand instinctively covered her mouth. Being as kind as possible, Taylor reached for Norma’s hand and removed it from her face—that Taylor had so elegant brushed with a perfect foundation finish.  
 
    “I can’t believe this is me,” Norma said. 
 
    “Believe it, Ms. Rodriguez. Come on, your escort awaits.” 
 
    Norma turned to Taylor with wide eyes. “My escort?” 
 
    Taylor’s eyes roamed from side to side. “Yes, Miss,” she said. “You are riding in the limo with Mr. Rose, correct?” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” Norma retorted, taking her eyes back to her mirror’s image.  
 
    Taylor smirked and held out her hand, to which Norma accepted it. Pulling her forward, Taylor strolled beside Norma and helped her down the spiral staircase. In the foyer, Christopher Rose stood, dapper in a Brioni Italian tailored suit that fit his magnificent frame like he was born in it. His eyes were cast through the glass doorway with one hand resting inside his pants pocket. Norma’s heart rate increased at the sight of his handsome persona. Silver streaks of hair were dashed through the sides of his head mixed with mostly solid black strands.  
 
    “Señor,” Taylor called. 
 
    Swinging his head toward the voice, Christopher’s gaze skipped right over Taylor and went straight for Norma. Slowly, the rest of him turned as he took in her full countenance. Christopher’s pupils dimmed as he perused the maroon evening gown. With one shoulder draped with the silky material and the other bare, Norma shivered as she watched his gaze drift from her perfectly arranged face to the semi form fitting top. His eyes roamed over her breasts and caused a fire inside her belly to bloom. As the dark orbs spanned down the length of her dress, Norma shifted her weight, causing the jewels that chased the outer edges to sparkle just lightly.  
 
    Christopher stepped to her with an outstretched hand. “Eres impresionante…” he said. 
 
    A red hue covered Norma’s tan cheeks as she blushed. “Por favor, mi señor. Y eres igual de guapo…” she responded.  
 
    A striking grin grew across Christopher’s face as a warm settling in his heart stirred.  
 
    “Shall we?” he said, opening his arm for her. Norma linked hers with his, and they moved to the front door.  
 
    Taylor stepped out behind them and watched them disappear like a proud parent seeing her kids off to prom. On the ride over, Christopher couldn’t take his eyes off Norma, and heat like shooting stars covered Norma the entire ride.  
 
    “Why are you over there?” Christopher asked, his voice baritone and smooth. 
 
    “Are we picking up anyone else?” 
 
    “Fred, Sampson, and their dates.” 
 
    Norma seemed to be fine with that, so she slid closer to him. Christopher draped his arm across the top of the seat, getting comfortable next to her as they made their way to the Marriott to pick up Fred and Sampson. Surprisingly, the duo were ready and in the lobby with their escorts when they arrived. Everything moved smoothly from there with them enjoying a pleasant conversation and laughing at Fred’s and Sampson’s would-be jokes.  
 
    Norma’s nervousness had thinned out until the limo came closer to the Symphony Center. Traffic began to slow down as the attendees clogged the intersection to make their appearance known.  
 
    For the fifteenth year, the Jan’s Roses event was held at the Beaux Art concert hall. When the limo inched to the front of the Symphony Center, Norma’s heartbeat was at an all-time high. Paparazzi were no doubt in full swing, standing out from behind a golden roped barrier. Chicago’s elite made their way down the red carpet, answering questions from reporters and pausing for pictures. As if sensing her nervousness, Christopher glanced over at Norma who was trying with rigor not to bite down on her lip.  
 
    “Are you okay, sweetheart?” his dark voice grooved. 
 
    Norma brought her attention from the crowd to Christopher. “No,” she said.  
 
    “What can I do to make it better?” 
 
    Norma smiled softly. “You’ve done everything there is to do. I just need to settle in. I’ll be okay.” 
 
    She spoke as if the event made her anxious, but Christopher knew it was the conversation they’d have soon that caused her anxiety. He leaned down to rest his lips right above her ear.  
 
    “Everything will be fine, sweetheart. Trust me.” 
 
    Norma glanced to his handsome face with a smile and a nod. It was the most she could give him at the moment. The couples sat idle for another minute before the driver opened the limo’s doors. Before they could step foot outside, flashes from the cameras popped instantaneously. Gliding out first was Fred and Diane. They made their way to the red carpet just as Sampson and Joy slipped out of the limo. Behind them, Christopher glided out, and his famous face brought a plethora of flashes just as Norma went to slid out.  
 
    “Just a second, sweetheart,” Christopher said, making sure security was in place enough to keep the paparazzi from becoming overbearing. When he was satisfied with their distance, Christopher turned back to Norma with a hand held out. Norma slipped her hand in his, and with a tug from him, she stood at his side. A conglomerate of lights burst into a radiation of heat as the bulbs popped faster.  
 
    “Christopher Rose!” Several paparazzi yelled, attempting to gain his attention for a quick snap.  
 
    With Norma on his arm, they eased to the red carpet and made their way through the same line of reporters, stopping briefly enough to give the photographers what they wanted. When Norma stood back so Christopher could take a few pictures, he frowned then reached out to pull her to his side. More bulbs popped as they stood with his hand covering the small of her back. They gave the chorus of paparazzi their best shot. Then they moved arm in arm, making their way inside.  
 
    The maroon and gold décor of the Beaux Art concert hall’s interior was the signature color for Jan’s Roses. The wall was wrapped in the golden color while accents of maroon and red roses took up space around the venue. Shining hardwood floors gleamed underneath their feet, and the hall was abuzz with boisterous activity.  
 
    “This event gets more beautiful every year,” Norma chimed. 
 
    Christopher agreed. “Indeed, it does.” 
 
    “Oh my God, Norma, is that you?” 
 
    At the mention of her name, Norma spun around. Desiree approached with her arms open and Adeline by her side.  
 
    A bright smile covered Norma’s face. “Good afternoon, Mrs. Rose,” Norma said.  
 
    “Oh gosh, you look great!” 
 
    Norma blushed. “You’re looking beautiful yourself, cariño.”  
 
    “Oh, you’re just being kind,” Desiree said as she swept her gaze over Norma with an approving nod. “You are lightning this place up!” 
 
    Norma laughed. “I just got here… or, we just got here,” she said, glancing at Christopher. 
 
    “And what a pleasure it is to see you,” Adeline said, batting her eyes at Christopher. Desiree cleared her throat and prodded Adeline with her elbow. Turning to look at her daughter with a questionable glance, Adeline reiterated, “It’s a pleasure to see you both.” She held a phony smile at Norma then gave her full attention to Christopher. 
 
    “You look gorgeous, Ms. Stevens,” Norma chimed. “Doesn’t she, Mr. Rose?” 
 
    Christopher gave his attention to Adeline, deciding not to hold Norma with a glare for calling him Mr. Rose. He knew she would play her previous role until the moment they informed every one of their decision to wed.  
 
    “Both of you ladies are equally as beautiful. The perfect mother-daughter duo,” he said. 
 
    “Awe,” Desiree said, “thank you, Daddy Rose.” 
 
    “Yes…” Adeline sang, “you clean up nice yourself.” 
 
    Christopher’s smile grew, and Adeline soaked him up with her stare.  
 
    “Did you ladies happen to ride over with my boys?” Christopher asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Desiree said. “Julian’s over by the far wall talking to the mayor. Jonas and Jaden are with him.”  
 
    Christopher and Norma swept their eyes across the room. Julian, Jonas, and Jaden were engaged in a conversation that had them all in deep thought. While Julian held a hand to his chin with a serious face, Jonas stood with his hands tucked inside his suit pants pockets, and Jaden drank from a champagne flute. 
 
    “Any idea what that conversation is about?” Christopher asked. 
 
    “Not one iota,” Desiree responded. 
 
    “Any sign of Jordan and Jacob?” Christopher asked. 
 
    Desiree swung to her left. “They are both seemingly entertaining some guests.”  
 
    Jordan’s handsome smile pulled a pair of dimples on display as he spoke to a woman dressed down in a maroon and black body hugging dress that stopped casually above her knees. The woman also wore a brilliant smile as the two went back and forth over something they both found entertaining.  
 
    Standing seconds away from the couple, Jacob chatted with Madison Santari, socialite and all around mean girl. Desiree frowned and thought about her friend Carla, who had a thing for Jacob. Although Carla had been invited, she couldn’t manage to pull time from work to make an appearance. 
 
    Beside him, Quentin stood dapper in a black Saint Laurent two button suit, and red bow tie. A black Rolex clutched his wrist, and his shoes were polished to a crisp shine. Apparently, the lady standing next to him in the little blue dress was with Daniella, and Quentin seemed uninterested in both women as his gaze roamed the crowd in search of someone he hadn’t quite made out yet. 
 
    “Well let’s get to our table, and we’ll mingle until the fundraiser officially begins,” Christopher said. 
 
    The women walked in line, trailing their way to a huge round table that sat in the middle of the venue right before the stage. Already seated was Octavia, Santana, Claudia, and Samiyah. All four women were elegantly dressed, looking stunning in their evening gowns.  
 
    “Well, you ladies are the most gorgeous in the room,” Christopher said with a giant smile.  
 
    They all nodded with deep grins, except for Samiyah. She sat with a hor d’oeuvre stuck in her mouth. Upon seeing her, Norma chuckled. 
 
    With everyone’s smirks and stares Samiyah’s way, she shrugged and swallowed. “I’m sorry,” she said, dabbing her mouth at the corners with a napkin. “This child is hungry.” 
 
    They all chuckled.  
 
    “We understand,” Octavia said. “I’m not pregnant yet, and I could eat a good Sunday dinner right now.” 
 
    “Don’t think we didn’t catch that yet,” Claudia said. The women smirked and gave each other knowing nods. 
 
    Octavia smiled sheepishly. “Jonathon wants kids now,” she offered. 
 
    Everyone gasped.  
 
    “Already?” Santana asked.  
 
    “Yes, he’s really excited to start a family.” 
 
    “I, for one, am excited for the both of you as well,” Christopher said.  
 
    “Thank you, Daddy Rose.” Octavia blushed. 
 
    “Well, all right then,” Santana said. 
 
    “What?” Octavia cocked her head at Santana. “You and Josiah aren’t having any babies?” 
 
    Santana choked on her champagne and cupped a hand to her mouth. Clearing her throat, she sat the flute down on the table top and composed herself. 
 
    “Josiah and I are having too much fun to have kids right now. Have we mentioned it? Sure, but we’ve both agreed to live a little before we dip our toes into mother and fatherhood.” 
 
    “Amen to that,” Jasmine said as she, Phoebe, and Eden pulled up to the table. 
 
    “Hey!” Everyone chimed. They all hugged and air kissed each other. 
 
    “Are you ladies just getting here?” Desiree asked. 
 
    “No, we’ve circulated the place,” Phoebe said. 
 
    “I’ll say,” Eden added. “We’ve been here for about an hour.” 
 
    The three sisters nodded and took their seats after hugging their father. 
 
    “Norma, you look lovely,” Jasmine stated. 
 
    “Doesn’t she?” Samiyah said. The ladies all murmured, agreeing collectively.  
 
    “Thank you,” Norma said, “You all are beautiful as well. If there’s one thing I’ve learned being a part of this family, it’s the Rose men and women know how to be the talk of the town.” 
 
    They all chuckled.  
 
    “Hey, where’s Selena?” Phoebe asked, inquiring about the fourth member in Samiyah, Claudia, and Octavia’s group. The four girls worked alongside each other at S & M Financial Advisory, and Selena was currently crushing hard on Jordan. 
 
    “She had plans to come, but her parents are getting a divorce and today their having a family meeting to get everything out in the open,” Octavia said. 
 
    “Ouch,” Phoebe responded. 
 
    “That has to be awful this time of year,” Jasmine said. 
 
    Octavia nodded. “I’m sure it’s really hard on her, which is why we’ll need to make sure to check on her.” 
 
    “I will when we leave,” Claudia said. 
 
    “I’ll get her the next day, so we don’t bombard her,” Samiyah suggested. 
 
    The ladies all nodded. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Christopher.” 
 
    Christopher turned to find Martha Jean standing to his left. Her smoky gray eyes were highlighted, and her lips were colored a stark red. Without trying, Christopher also noticed the dress Martha Jean wore. It was saucy enough to show a hint of cleavage. Her way of being sexy without being disrespectful at his late wife’s event. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Ms. Martha Jean,” Christopher spoke. “How are you, my dear?” 
 
    “Much better,” she oozed, “now.”  
 
    Norma tried to hold in a giggle, but the low chuckle seeped out. It caught Martha Jean’s attention, and Martha Jean turned to Norma. 
 
    “My, my, my, don’t you dress up nicely?” Martha Jean said. “How was the rest of the Edible arrangement?” 
 
    A resplendent smile fell across Norma’s face. “It was great,” she said.  
 
    “Sure was,” Christopher nodded. “We appreciate you bringing it over.” 
 
    Martha Jean couldn’t help but notice the “we” in Christopher’s sentence, but she decided to ignore it.  
 
    “I’m glad you were able to have some,” Martha Jean purred. “It was my pleasure.” 
 
    “It’s interesting,” Christopher stated. “Norma mentioned you brought it over for her birthday, but her birthday isn’t until the first of the year.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Martha Jean said. “I must’ve gotten the date wrong.” 
 
    “I figured as much,” Christopher said, silently amused. 
 
    At that moment, Antonio made his presence known, walking in like the lead singer in a Rhythm and Blues band. Behind him, Antonio’s sons Xavier, Kyle, Isaac, and Isaiah sauntered up in sync, completing the R & B group. The suits they wore were sharp, fitting them just as much as their confidence. Dark brown, gray, and hazel eyes ran around the family. When Antonio’s deep brown gaze met Martha Jean’s, it changed the mere air she breathed. Behind their group, Fred, Sampson, and their dates strolled to the table. 
 
    “I think we’re about to begin,” Fred said. 
 
    As the family moved to take up four tables, Phoebe tossed a glance to the table next to them at Quentin. When she’d first strolled in, Phoebe cruised the room while making sure not to bump into him. Not that she hadn’t seen Quentin, she had. Every time she changed positions and shook a different hand or leaned in for a soft hug and air kiss, she’d seen him. But he didn’t know it because she’d been that good to evade his probing gaze. It was bad enough his stare gave off a burst of heat that seeped into her skin with daring penetration. But to Phoebe’s delight, Quentin hadn’t brought a date, and neither had she. 
 
    Everyone took their seats as Jonathon approached the podium. He tapped the microphone a few times to test the sound and a high-pitch sound flooded the room.  
 
    “Good afternoon, and welcome to the fifteenth annual Jan’s Roses Fundraiser,” his deep voice boomed. 
 
    The crowd sent applause through the room, and a charming smile slipped across Jonathon’s handsome face. 
 
    “I’m Jonathon Alexander Rose, and I have the honor of being the executive director of this beautiful charity. Some of you may know how this foundation came to be, but for the ones that don’t, I’ll catch you up to speed. When my siblings and I were barely considered teens, a group of masked men kicked in our front door and stole our mother’s life. She was still young and had a full life ahead of her, but unfortunately, she was robbed of her time with us from that home invasion.” 
 
    The crowd was so quiet you could hear a pin drop.  
 
    “Going through a tragedy this severe can cause mental strain, post-traumatic stress, and recovering from it can be impossible without the right assistance. If you’ve ever known someone who is distressed, unable to sleep or do normal activities like going to school or work, someone who feels guilt, anger, or shame because of a calamity; then you’ve witnessed what a home invasion can do to someone you love. It is a silent killer. So as a collective, my family and I, in honor of our mother, decided to make sure no one in the city of Chicago were left without the resources they need in the ill-fated case of a home invasion.” 
 
    Applause ran throughout the building, piercing and stifling in an echo. When they settled, Jonathon went on.  
 
    “Fast forward two years later. Jan’s Roses was born. Although Jan's Roses was created with the memory of our mother in mind, this organization is greater than any single person. From the beginning, our undertaking has been to give the city of Chicago an outlet for the mental services they may need due to the aftermath of a home invasion.” 
 
    Jonathon took his gaze around the room to land on the sea of individuals there. 
 
    “This year, Jan’s Roses has been able to facilitate one on one mental health services not only in the city of Chicago, but also, it’s surrounding areas. With more families being displaced after this life-changing event, Jan’s Roses has given keys to brand new homes to over two hundred and seventy families.” 
 
    An applause went throughout the room, and Jonathon lifted his hand slightly in a gesture of pause.  
 
    “That is good news, and sad news wrapped in one, but with the help of fine people like you, and the ocean of volunteers that assist us every day, Jan’s Roses will stand the test of time, and continue being an open door to all in need.” 
 
    More applause echoed around the room, and Jonathon let them continue until they calmed.  
 
    “If you’ve been here in previous years, then you know how this tradition goes.” Jonathon stepped to the side of the podium and moved his feet in a smooth glide. “You’ve got to dance your way to the donation center located on both sides of the aisle.”  
 
    The attendees laughed.  
 
    “If you have a partner, you guys can go two at a time.” He wiggled his brows, and they laughed again. “When you finish, make sure to see my family and I so we can thank you personally.” 
 
    The crowd clapped as Jonathon stepped down from the stage. He strolled to the table, a handsome grin on his face. 
 
    “Gee, Jonathon, I didn’t know you had moves like that,” Octavia said. 
 
    “Yes, you did.” He wiggled his brows more, and everyone laughed.  
 
    Octavia blushed. “Okay, I’ll take that back.” 
 
    “I love you, baby,” Jonathon said. 
 
    “I love you, too.” Octavia reached out to him, and Jonathon pulled her hand to his lips, placing a kiss, soft and warm, on her fingers.  
 
    Octavia blushed again, and Jonathon winked and threaded their fingers together as he took his eyes over the table. 
 
    “Well, you ladies are looking exquisite tonight.” 
 
    “Thank you,” they all chimed. 
 
    “What about us?” Josiah prompted.  
 
    Jonathon looked him up and down.  
 
    “You aight,” he joked. 
 
    Everyone laughed. 
 
    “I’m just playing, little brother.” Jonathon snapped and pointed at Josiah. “You got it.” 
 
    Josiah made a show of modeling his side profile, making everyone laugh again.  
 
    “Do you mind if we eat?” Samiyah said, breaking into the laughter. “I don’t mean to be a buzz kill, but I have got to get some real food.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with the hors d’oeuvres?” Octavia asked.  
 
    “It’s not real food,” Samiyah said. 
 
    “We have dinner planned after the event,” Jonas said, “but if you need a full meal now, just say the word, and I’ll have something special made just for you.” 
 
    “Word,” Samiyah responded, causing another round of laughter. 
 
    “I’m on it, sweetheart.” 
 
    “Thank you, baby,” Samiyah said, making a show of rubbing her belly. 
 
    Jonas kissed her on her cheek and left the table.  
 
    Claudia smirked. “Poor ting,” she said. 
 
    “Watch it now,” Samiyah returned. “This will be you one day.” 
 
    “One day soon, I hope,” Jaden added. 
 
    “Oooh,” Samiyah cooed. “Let me be the first to welcome you beforehand. It’s a beautiful thing, and if you’re lucky enough to have a caring spouse like mine, he’ll hold your hair back when your morning sickness flares up.” 
 
    Claudia laid a hand across her belly, and her eyes widened. Samiyah chuckled.  
 
    “That’s okay,” Claudia said, “my baby will be here every step of the way.” 
 
    “Mmhmm,” Samiyah said. 
 
    “Excuse me.” 
 
    Everyone turned around.  
 
    “Clifford!” Adeline said. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Hello to you, too, sweetheart.”  
 
    Clifford looked to everyone else at the table. “Ladies,” he said, “Gentlemen.” Taking his gaze back to Adeline, Clifford took in the full dress of her. “You’re beautiful,” he said. “I hope you don’t mind me stopping by. I wanted to pay my contributions to Jan’s Roses also. Do you mind dancing with me to the donation center?” 
 
    Adeline opened her mouth to speak, but nothing came out.  
 
    “You can do it,” he ushered. “I’ll be with you the entire time.”  
 
    An easy grooving smile spread across his freshly groomed face.  
 
    “Dad,” Claudia spoke, “I’ve never seen you in a suit before.” She half gawked at his spiffy transformation.  
 
    “You like?” he asked. 
 
    “I love,” Claudia responded. Desiree agreed with a nod then glanced to Adeline. 
 
    “Mom,” Desiree said, snapping Adeline out of her haze.  
 
    “Oh, ah… I don’t know.” 
 
    Clifford reached down with both hands and pulled Adeline to her feet. She gripped his hands tightly and smiled up at him before glancing around to everyone else at the table. Stepping to her side and sliding his arm through hers, Clifford took small steps with Adeline, and before long, they were strolling in a comfortable waltz.  
 
    Watching their retreading back, Josiah spoke up first. “It looks like your father wants that ol’ thing back.”  
 
    They all laughed, chuckled, and agreed; then Claudia looked at Desiree. “Is this weird or no?” 
 
    “I’m still trying to figure that out myself, sis.” 
 
    “Would it be a bad thing if your mother and father reconciled?” Jaden asked. 
 
    “No,” they both chimed. “It’s still weird,” Claudia said, and again Desiree agreed.  
 
    “I guess there’s no sense asking how he found out about Jan’s Roses since it’s been all over the news,” Martha Jean tossed out. 
 
    “I also sent him a formal invitation,” Christopher added. 
 
    Everyone turned to Christopher with surprised eyes. Christopher smiled with a twinkle in his eye, and a grin so bright covered Martha Jean’s face you would’ve thought she’d won the lottery. 
 
    Of course, in her mind, she had. Surely, if Christopher had sent Clifford an invitation, it was because he wasn’t interested in Adeline, but Martha Jean. Feeling confident, Martha Jean fixed her lips to speak to Christopher when Antonio moved in to sit next to her. His nearness caused her body to react, effectively pulling her attention over to him. When their eyes met, a grin grew on Antonio’s face. 
 
    “It’s good to see you again, Ms. Martha Jean.” 
 
    Hearing his voice sent a flare of chills down Martha Jean’s shoulders and the warmth was conflicting, and alerting. 
 
    “Hello, Antonio, it’s good to you see you, too.” Martha Jean glanced around to find everyone else pretending to not be paying attention.  
 
    “If I’d have known you would be attending without a date, I would’ve asked you to be mine. What a missed opportunity,” his deep voice grooved.  
 
    “Hmm,” Martha Jean hummed, “you can create opportunity at the drop of a dime, so previous misfortunes are not to be considered.” 
 
    Antonio’s brows rose, and a devilish grin trekked across his face. “Is that so?” 
 
    Martha Jean nodded with a playful smile, her flirtations with Christopher all but forgotten. Sitting so close to Antonio, Martha Jean could smell his spicy cologne, and it lingered under her nose, beckoning her to move close. 
 
    “What do you say we make a dance to the donation center?” Antonio said. 
 
    Butterflies tussled in Martha Jean’s belly. She pretended not to be overly excited. “Sure,” she said. 
 
    Antonio held out his hand, and Martha Jean accepted as they got up and trailed away.  
 
    Norma stole a peek at Christopher who covered her hand with a light pat and rub as they held a lingering smile on each other.  
 
    “Oh, thank God,” Samiyah blurted as Jonas sailed back across the room with a plate in his hand.  
 
    He sat it on the table in front of her and uncovered the dish. Steam vaporized as it rose, drifting away from the chicken fettuccini alfredo. 
 
    “Aww, baby, it’s my favorite… how did you get this?” 
 
    “I can’t tell you all my secrets, sweetheart. Just know that I would go to the moon and back for you and my baby.” 
 
    “And I love you for it.” Samiyah kissed Jonas on the cheek and said a quick prayer before digging in. After taking a few bites, she looked up at the others and spoke, “You guys don’t mind, do you?” 
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 Chapter Thirteen 
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    The Jan’s Roses event lasted for another hour and a half, with each member of the Rose family approaching the stage to speak briefly about their personal experiences volunteering for the foundation. They pulled smiles and a few tears from their retelling of being able to touch someone’s heart because of the organization.  
 
    Josiah had been the funniest, cracking jokes, and looking on the bright side. While Julian had been more relaxed, congenial, and forthright. It was amazing to see them work the crowd without even trying, and as Norma sat watching, she couldn’t help but swell up with pride. Everyone was practically on the edge of their seat, and no one but Norma noticed when Christopher sat back and tossed an arm across the top of her chair.  
 
     Norma bristled and waited for the curious stares and sudden frowns she had expected would come their way. But no one batted an eye; instead, they were engrossed in what Jonas was saying. It had relaxed her just a bit, more than she was willing to admit, so when Christopher closed the evening with his kind words and evening prayer, Norma had hope that things would work out, as he said. 
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    It was in her nature to serve. Pushing through the swinging double doors of the kitchen, Christopher approached Norma from behind and slipped his arms around her waist. She jumped and tried to pull away from him, but he kept her locked in place. 
 
    “What are you doing in here?” he asked. 
 
    “What do you think? Someone has to keep things in order around here.” 
 
    Christopher turned Norma around to face him.  
 
    “This is our night. I’ve hired a chef to cook for the family for a reason. So you wouldn’t be in here like you are now.”  
 
    “I know,” Norma said, exhaling a breath.  
 
    “You’re nervous,” Christopher said. 
 
    Norma nodded. “Believe it or not, I had actually calmed down a bit, but as soon as we crossed the threshold, the nervousness came back. Then Nicolas and Alejandro’s flight were delayed, so they missed the entire event, and I’m not sure if they’ll get here tonight.” 
 
    Christopher rubbed her shoulders up and down.  
 
    “I could make some calls to see when their plane will touch down.” 
 
    Norma peered up at him. “Could you?” 
 
    Christopher gave Norma a knowing look. “Of course,” he said. “I’ll let the family know we’re waiting for Nicolas and Alejandro before we eat.” 
 
    “No, no,” Norma said. “Let’s not keep everyone waiting,” she said. 
 
    Christopher rubbed her shoulders again. “Amor…” he drawled. “I insist.” 
 
    Norma smiled softly. “Listen to me, oso de peluche,” she said. “I don’t know how much longer I can wait to have this conversation with la familia.” 
 
    “Would it be better for you if we got this over with before we eat? I for one would be extremely happy to get it out of the way.” Christopher paused. “That’s what we’ll do, right now.” 
 
    Norma’s eyes lurched, and her heartbeat raced. They’d been at home all of thirty minutes, and now she went back and forth over whether to spring their news on everyone so soon or wait until after dinner. 
 
    “Sweetheart,” Christopher said, grabbing her attention, “no more waiting.” 
 
    She sighed. “Okay. Let’s do it.” 
 
    Christopher’s smile was giant. “You sure?”  
 
    Norma smiled up at him. “Yeah.”  
 
    Christopher grabbed her hand and held on to it before pulling it to his lips for a kiss. They strolled through the kitchen door to the dining room. One by one, heads turned, and all in attendance noticed the joining of their hands. Christopher scanned the room and noticed a few members missing. 
 
    “Has anybody seen Julian and Desiree?” he asked. “Norma and I would like to make an announcement that everyone should hear. 
 
    “I’ll go look for them,” Claudia said, rising from her seat. 
 
      
 
    Upstairs, in the guest bedroom at the end of the hall, Julian had Desiree pinned against the wall, with her head turned sideways and her cheeks pressed into the sheetrock. She breathed heavily and tried with all the power in her not to shout as Julian thrust into her heated core. With her dress pulled up and her see through white lace panties around her ankles, Desiree’s eyes rolled as Julian drove into her with deep commanding strokes. With his feet braced on the outside of hers and his hands melting into her waist, Julian lifted her hips and dug into Desiree’s center with a fierceness that caused them to rock into the wall.  
 
    “Oooh, shit, oh my God, baby…” Desiree moaned. With her back arched, Julian leaned into her bottom and nibbled her ear as he hammered into her backside.  
 
    “Aaaah shiiiittt…” Desiree moaned again. “Fuck me, baby, yeah, yeah, yeah,” she sang as Julian tapped into her ass. 
 
    There was a knock on the door that caused Desiree to freeze, and her eyes stretched in horror that they would be caught. But not Julian, as if he hadn’t heard a thing, he continued his assault on her pussy, grinding into her hot center with deep plunging thrusts. Desiree couldn’t help but bite down on her lip. She didn’t want Julian to stop no more than he did. 
 
    “Hey Desiree, are you in there?” Claudia called. 
 
    Desiree swallowed and tried to get her voice together while Julian hips bucked back and forth.  
 
    “Um,” Desiree said just as her eyes rolled again. “Yeah, I’ll be out in just a second,” she said hurriedly.  
 
    “Okay, well, whatever you’re doing, try to make it quick, Daddy Rose and Auntie Norma have an announcement to make that they want us all to hear.” 
 
    Julian slammed into Desiree’s ass so hard the slapping of their skin resounded around the room. Desiree’s head fell forward into the wall again, and a wailing whimper escaped her lips.  
 
    “Desiree?” Claudia asked. 
 
    “I got it!” Desiree shouted as she ground her hips into Julian’s damaging blows with a bite of her bottom lip. 
 
    Keeping her mouth closed tight and biting down on her teeth Desiree braced herself against the onslaught of Julian’s rowdy strokes. Regardless of her will, a high-pitched squeal left her mouth and Julian pulled her off the wall and placed a hand across her lips.  
 
    Desiree bit down on his fingers, and Julian fucked her hard, making her come on his shaft with a tide of cream.  
 
    “Oooh my God,” she sang, and Jaden serenaded her with his linguistics as his language barrier crossed as he succumbed to his on release. Desiree loved when Julian went from speaking French, to Spanish, then Italian. Telling her all the many ways he desired her. Julian rested a head on her shoulder briefly before slowly slipping out of her womb and turning her in his arms.  
 
    They kissed, long and steady, with warms mouths showering each other’s lips, faces and chins with impassioned love. 
 
    Drowsily, Desiree prompted, “We better get downstairs and see what all the fuss is about.” 
 
    “I know,” Julian answered, “but would it be bad if we skipped the announcement and went straight to bed?” 
 
    Desiree smiled, still in a fog of love. “I don’t think so, but the others might.” 
 
    Julian nodded. “Always the voice of reason.” 
 
    Desiree chuckled. “Maybe if we get down there quick enough, they’ll be frank, and we can head on out.” 
 
    “You think they’ll notice if we skip out on dinner?” 
 
    “Damn,” Desiree said. “We’re doomed.” 
 
    Julian chuckled, pushing his lips against the side of Desiree’s forehead.  
 
    “Bathroom first,” she said. Desiree sauntered to the guest bathroom with Julian’s arms wrapped around her from behind. They cleaned each other and washed their hands, tucking Julian’s shirt back inside his pants and reapplying buttons.  
 
    They readjusted Desiree’s dress, and she finger combed her straight bob cut hair before they joined hands and made their way to the dining hall. As they got close, they stole goofy grins at one another, unware that they both glowed with a shine only a coupling could cause. When they reentered the kitchen, everyone turned to look at them, Samiyah particularly since she had been ready to eat from the moment they arrived.  
 
    “Did you two get lost?” Christopher asked. 
 
    Desiree and Julian glanced at each other with the highlight of a smirk dancing around their mouths. 
 
    “Sorry for our disappearing act. We heard you have an announcement to make,” Julian said, diverting the attention back to his father. Desiree squeezed his hand softly in a silent thanks, and Julian squeezed back.  
 
    Just then the doorbell rang. Christopher and Norma exchanged glances, and they both excuse themselves to answer the door. When the door opened, Nicolas and Alejandro stood with huge grins on their faces and thick coats wrapped around their cold bodies.  
 
    “Mamá!” they chorused. 
 
    Norma’s mood brightened significantly, and she opened her arms. Both Nicolas and Alejandro moved to her, and they hugged tightly. Christopher closed the door and held back while the family reunited. It warmed his heart that the boys had made it in town and just in time for their exciting news. 
 
    After greeting their mother, Nicolas turned to Christopher. “Mr. Rose,” he said, holding out his hand for a shake. “Happy Holidays.”  
 
    Christopher returned Nicolas’ stern handshake. “Indeed,” Christopher said. “How are you, son?” 
 
    “Doing very well. San Antonio has been good to me,” he said with a smile. 
 
    “That’s good to hear. I’m told you and your brother will graduate this upcoming spring.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Nicolas said. He was proud of his achievement, and his smile bubbled over. 
 
    Alejandro took his turn greeting Christopher, and they also chatted briefly about his graduation. 
 
    “We’re so sorry we couldn’t make it to the event.” 
 
    “Well it’s no fault of your own,” Christopher said. “Why don’t you two follow us to the kitchen and have a seat? We are about to eat dinner, but first we have some great news to share.” 
 
    “Sure, sure,” Nicolas said.  
 
    They meandered to the dining room and all eyes turned to them as they entered.  
 
    “Hey!” the family sang.  
 
    “Nicolas, it’s felt like years since we’ve seen you!” Jonas said, approaching Nicolas with an incredulous smile.  
 
    “I know,” Nicolas said, “it’s been too long, but school and studies have kept me preoccupied. I promise I wasn’t ignoring you.” The men laughed as everyone exchanged greetings.  
 
    After a few minutes, Nicolas and Alejandro removed their coats and got comfortable at the table. The room was warm and toasty, and the table had been set. Standing at the head, Christopher cleared his throat. He scanned the room, looking from one face to the other, warmed even further by the joining of his family and the new additions that had been added. The only person not in attendance was Quentin, who’d headed to his parents’ house with a sudden emergency. Christopher hoped they were all right, and he knew he’d find out soon. 
 
    “Don’t keep us in suspense, old man,” Josiah cracked out, causing a few snickers to float around the room. 
 
    Christopher chuckled then his face became serious. “For a long time, after your mother passed, the only ones we’ve depended on was each other. Although we received sympathy and condolences from those on the outside, it was us,” Christopher pointed to his boys and his girls, “that held each other together. We went through a time so dark it was almost tough to make it through the day, but each of us became a listener, advisor, and leaned on one another’s shoulders became the thing that bonded this family together even more. None of that, could’ve been done without this woman right here.” 
 
    Christopher reached out and pulled a blushing Norma against his side.  
 
    “True that!” Josiah said while all the others nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Norma and I have both had the pleasure of watching you grow up, move out, and add to the Rose dynasty. Today, I’m happy to announce that I will be doing the same.” 
 
    The room had gotten quiet while they all hung on Christopher’s words.  
 
    “You see, while Norma was busy being our friend, our sounding board, our nurturer, and a mother figure in our lives, I was busy falling in love with her, and recently, I asked her to be my wife, and she said yes.” 
 
    Not a single person moved, blinked, or made a sound. They all sat with eyes wide, taking in the significant news that Christopher just laid on them. Next to him, Norma froze, her limbs paralyzed, her lungs closed to the oxygen in the room. Her eyes went around the table, landing on each of them one at a time, but she couldn’t gauge their reaction as they sat with blank faces looking over at them. 
 
    The moment Norma thought she could feel her limbs, she silently informed her legs to move. But they didn’t, holding in place next to Christopher as he draped an arm across her shoulder and rested a hand against her arm. 
 
    The silence broke when Phoebe burst into tears and dropped her face into her hands. Everyone turned to her as she stood and trotted around the table toward her father. As she neared, Christopher dropped his arm from Norma’s shoulder and reached out to Phoebe. He pulled her in for a hug and let her cry into his chest, giving Phoebe the time she needed so she could say her peace. Phoebe sniffed and took deep breaths, then gathered herself enough to speak.  
 
    “For the longest time,” she paused and attempted to steady her breathing again. “For the longest time, I didn’t know if you would ever love someone again.” 
 
    Her voice cracked, and Phoebe paused then let out another deep calming breath. 
 
    “I thought you would live in this house alone, forever.” She pulled her lips in and rubbed them together. “Honestly, Dad, it broke my heart.” Phoebe began to cry again, and Christopher held her tight. Jaden and Jonas rose from their seats and so did a few others. Slowly they made their way to Phoebe as she cried against her father’s chest.  
 
    “I never meant to worry you,” Christopher said. “When you’re a parent, you put the needs of your kids before your own. Falling in love with Norma happened over the years as we all grew and healed together. There’s always a divine plan in place, and I don’t want you to worry about me anymore.” 
 
    Phoebe’s tears fell continuously with her arms wrapped around her father’s waist. Behind him, Phoebe reached out, grasping for any sign of Norma.  
 
    Norma eased into their space, and Christopher opened up and pulled Norma in, and they all hugged as Phoebe tried with all her might to calm her spirit. 
 
    “When?” Phoebe asked. 
 
    Christopher glanced over at Norma, then around to all of his kids. 
 
    “Christmas,” he said.  
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 Chapter Fourteen 
 
    Christmas Day 
 
    Guacalito de La Isla, Nicaragua 
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    The emerald coast of Nicaragua’s waves lapped at their feet before retreating back into the crystal blue waters. Standing on a dazzling white-sandy beach, Christopher and Norma held hands as they gazed at one another. Behind Christopher, his sons stood in line, suave in Tom Ford tailored suits, while Christopher stood sharp in Giorgio Armani. Behind Norma; Phoebe, Jasmine, and Eden stood along with Samiyah, Claudia, Desiree, Santana, and Octavia. The ladies were draped in Vera Wang pleated ivory dresses while Norma was adorned in a Carolina Herrera gown that also revealed her bare shoulders. With their family and close friends in attendance, the couple shared and exchanged vows with a slight wind chill at their back. Norma’s gown fluttered softly in the sailing winds as she spoke her eternal oath with tears in her eyes and an extra beat in her heart. 
 
    Christopher’s sight had also been blurred momentarily by the drops that fell from his eyes. As he spoke, Christopher pledged his love for Norma until the end of time.  
 
    As Christopher had known, the family took the news of their wedding with a happiness he couldn’t explain. After loving and hugging on Phoebe, they’d all shared congratulations with Christopher and Norma, knowing the two were perfect for each other. Norma couldn’t have been more delighted. Seeing Phoebe’s tears in the beginning had almost broken her heart, but they were tears of joy, which Norma was ecstatic about. The celebration had gone on throughout the night. Norma could honestly say it was the first time in a long while that she’d had anything remotely close to an alcoholic beverage. But it was an occasion like no other, so she obliged.  
 
    To say Martha Jean and Adeline Stevens were surprised was an understatement. For the entire time the family celebrated around each other, the two women sat stumped while mulling over the revelation. Martha Jean felt duped, and she thought about all the nonchalant times that Norma had giggled or merely watched from the sideline while she flirted relentlessly with Christopher. She had known the whole time that Christopher wouldn’t bite because the man only had eyes for Norma.  
 
    “Well played,” Martha Jean had murmured underneath her breath. It was just as well since for whatever reason her attention had gravitated to Antonio. “You might want to close your mouth before something flies inside,” Martha Jean told Adeline. 
 
    On auto pilot, Adeline had done what she said, closing her mouth but still astonished. It surprised Adeline that she wasn’t livid about what was happening. After all, for the longest time, she’d been under the impression that Christopher was single and open for the taking. It was then that Adeline had turned her attention to Clifford and a what if sailed through her mind.  
 
    For the rest of that night, they family sat, and ate, seemly in a state of joy. 
 
    Now on an island with her ex-husband, Adeline played around with what adventure she could get into with Clifford. They sat in the audience, half paying attention to the ceremony—same as Martha Jean and Antonio.  
 
    Slipping into the ceremony with a hand tucked in his pocket, Quentin Davidson slinked past a few guests and sat where he could get a full view of Phoebe. His entrance didn’t get past Phoebe. As soon as his heavenly brown skin strolled in, quickly ducking between the rows, she saw him. Their eyes met and held for so long Phoebe had almost went into a trance. Brazenly, Quentin’s gaze traveled over Phoebe, intent on burning her dress from her very flesh with the dangerous flare of his gaze.  
 
    Just then his lips moved: “Me… you… 2 o’clock.” 
 
    Phoebe’s nipples hardened, and a trail of heat sank down between her thighs. It was the first time Quentin had actually initiated a meeting with. Phoebe didn’t know if the meeting would be innocent or not, but she was determined to find out. Piercing her lips with a smirk, she turned her head away, taking her focus back on her father and soon-to-be stepmother.  
 
    “If anyone sees reason why these two should not wed,” the bishop said, “speak now or forever hold your peace.” 
 
    A gust of wind swirled in, and the waves rushed ashore as everyone sat in stark silence. Norma’s heart smiled and so did Christopher’s. 
 
    “By the power vested in me, I now pronounce you Mr. and Mrs. Christopher Lee Rose. You may now kiss your bride.” 
 
    Christopher wrapped an arm around Norma and pulled her in snuggly as he covered her mouth in a soft, soulful kiss. Everyone in attendance stood to their feet, and the family cheered thunderously as two became one. 
 
      
 
    The End 
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    Enjoying the Falling for a Rose Series? Grab the next installment, which follows Phoebe Alexandria Rose and Quentin Davidson as they venture into a thing called love in Mine. 
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    Hey reading family, here we are again! I hope you enjoyed this book as much as I enjoyed writing it. If so, take a moment and leave a review on Amazon. Check the next page for other books and get an exclusive teaser not found in stores when you subscribe to my newsletter! 
 
    XOXO - Stephanie 
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