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JOE DIDN’T EVEN WORRY about being seen as he strode right up to Raven’s door, pounding loudly with his fist. 

Raven swung the door open a moment or two later after evidently checking the peephole. The surprise on her face was obvious. “Joe?”

“Let me in,” Joe demanded, brushing past her into the apartment and removing his jacket without invitation.

“Uhh...what’s going on?” Raven asked curiously, closing the door. 

“You know why I’m here.” Joe was unbuckling his belt. 

Realization washed over Raven’s face. “Oh.” She rubbed her hands over her thighs and hips, now nervous. “Look, I was drunk when I suggested that...”

“But you meant it.” Joe lifted his shirt over his head. 

Raven held a crying Joe in her arms after Van walked out. With Raven’s help, Joe had commandeered a small restaurant for the evening so that he could set up an elaborate and romantic setting for Van, where he was going to propose like he had been planning to do for months. But she had shattered his world and his heart by dumping him and telling him she and her twins were moving in with another man; a man who had more money than he did. Raven was in shock, as well, as she had no idea that Van, her cousin and best friend, had been seeing her millionaire ex-boyfriend, Grant McCallister. She held Joe as he cried his eyes out, in too much shock to cry herself just yet. She offered him a drink, then took one herself; after a while, they were both tipsy. Joe sat across from her, mindlessly fiddling with an unused place setting, and Raven impulsively leaned over and kissed him. Clearly shocked at first, Joe suddenly started returning her kisses, and they went at it desperately for several moments before Joe pulled back, seemingly coming to his senses.

“What are we doing?” he panted, his voice raspy. He rubbed the back of his neck. “I can’t do this, Raven.”

“Why not?” Raven asked desperately, leaning forward in her chair and placing her hands on his thighs. “We both just got kicked in the gut...let’s help each other feel better.”

Her hand eased to Joe’s crotch and he gently pushed it away. “And when we were done we’d have to go right back to facing what happened. Us having sex is not gonna make us forget any of this,” Joe informed her, waving a hand at their surroundings.

“For the time being, it will.” Raven reached for Joe’s crotch again.

Shooting out of the chair and stepping away from her, Joe shook his head. “I can’t, Raven,” he murmured. “My mind is all over the place right now and I’m still hoping I’m going to wake up from some really bad dream at any second. Look, I’m sorry...thank you for everything, even though it all turned out to be for nothing.” He blinked back more tears and turned away from her. “I’ve gotta get outta here...”

“Joe...” 

Joe shook his head again as he walked out as if he were still in a daze.

Raven propositioned Joe again when he stopped by her place a few days later to give her some money for everything she did to help plan Van’s proposal, even though she had never asked him for a dime. Raven had been upset about the pro basketball player she’d been casually seeing, Donald Rogers, dumping her the night before, and impulsively suggested Joe take her to bed. She opened the robe she was wearing to reveal her nakedness underneath, both seducing and begging him with her eyes. Joe, aware that she’d been drinking again, had politely refused her (even though she could tell he liked what he saw), and quickly left.

Now, Raven bit her lip at the sight of Joe’s muscular chest. She felt her body heating up and tried to ignore it. “Still, I had just gotten dumped and then I let myself get upset about what Van did again and...I wasn’t thinking. Plus, Joe, that was a while ago. You and I both know this wouldn’t be a good idea.”

“I ain’t worried about it being a while ago or a good idea. Take your clothes off.” 

“Joe.”

“Now.”

“You really think this is gonna fix anything?” 

“I might not be quite as horny when I leave here. Tomorrow morning.” Joe was now naked and daring Raven to resist him. 

Raven felt her resistance weakening. Even though months has passed, she was still upset at her cousin and Joe’s former longtime girlfriend Van Roseland for dogging both of them and getting with Grant McCallister, a millionaire that Raven had been previously seeing. But she didn’t know if getting busy with Joe was the best way to deal with it, despite trying twice before to do just that. But the more she looked at Joe’s dark, muscular body standing right in front of her, the more she felt herself not caring about sensibility. 

“To hell with it,” she muttered, yanking her own shirt off. 

Before long, she was as naked as Joe and in his arms, kissing him wildly. Joe picked her up with ease and she wrapped her long legs around his waist, continuing their kiss as he carried her over to the wall. Hoisting her up to mouth-level as if she weighed two pounds, he dove forward to taste her wetness. The tip of his long tongue gave a few teasing first licks and he enjoyed how it made her shiver. He moaned as he stopped teasing and got down to business, feasting and savoring, spurred on by Raven’s pants and loud moans. She was already begging for him to be inside of her. 

“Joe, I can’t take this...” she panted, writhing against the wall. “I want it now.”

Joe continued to drive her crazy with his tongue, the same way he used to do to Van. He frowned, pushing that thought of out of his mind; she was the last person he wanted to think about. 

When he eventually decided to spare Raven and let her slide down the wall, she immediately grabbed his jutting hardness as she dropped to her knees and slid almost all of it into her mouth, as eager to please him as he’d been to please her. 

“Damn!” Joe exclaimed, pleasantly surprised. He braced a hand against the wall as Raven pleasured him like a bonafied pro. Something told me this girl was a freak...does she even have a gag reflex??

Raven grabbed Joe’s taut backside, repeatedly and eagerly pulling him into her mouth. She was loving his moans and curses of pleasure, and a surge of pride hit her when his knees buckled. Part of her couldn’t even believe this was really happening; this was Joe, of all people. During the almost six years he was with Van, she had never once looked at him in this way or thought she was attracted to him. But she couldn’t deny how much she loved what they were doing. And if what had gone down so far was any indication of what was to come, she was going to have a very memorable afternoon. In her opinion, Joe had one of those kinds of dicks molds were made out of and sold in stores, in the main display. 

My cousin is straight stupid to give all this up, she thought to herself as she continued to put in work. 

Without any warning, Joe was on top of her on the carpeted floor, taking the quickest second possible to grab a condom from his pants pocket. He couldn’t take any more and had to be inside of her. He bit his lip as he entered her then slowly increased his pace, his eyes fixed on her breasts bouncing with each thrust. He leaned down and flicked her dark nipples with his tongue, never breaking his stroke. Raven was in absolute heaven, arching her back and holding his head to her chest. Wrapping her legs around him, she repeatedly lifted her hips to meet his, matching him thrust for thrust almost as if she were being challenged to do so.

“Don’t stop,” she panted, digging her nails into his strong back.

“Trust me, I’m not.” 

“Harder, Joe...give it to me harder...”

“You sure you can take it?” Joe challenged, looking her right in the eyes. 

“I can take whatever you got,” Raven confidently replied. She clenched around him and smirked at his sharp intake of breath, his eyes closing momentarily. “Now give me what you came over here to give me.”

And that’s exactly what Joe did.
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AFTERWARDS, RAVEN AND Joe laid side-by-side on their stomachs in the middle of Raven’s living room, their chins resting on their folded arms. After almost two hours of aggressive sex, they were both spent yet still basking in post-coital euphoria. 

“I cannot believe we just did that,” Raven muttered, the smile still on her lips. She rested the side of her head on her arms, her brown eyes roaming Joe’s face. Even now, she still thought his looks were just average, like she always had. But there was no denying the man was sexy and knew how to put it down; just thinking about what he did to her sent a shiver down her body. 

“Yeah, me either,” Joe agreed, turning his head to look at her, as well. He smirked. “But it was damn good, though.”

“Damn good is an understatement.” Raven continued to eye him. Her smile faded slightly. “You feel guilty?”

“For what?” Joe asked quickly, frowning.

“You know for what. For us having sex. I mean, I am Van’s cousin and all...”

“And?”

“And she’s your ex...”

“She’s my ex because she dumped me, remember? I wasn’t good enough for her ‘cause my pockets weren’t fat enough. She’s with somebody else. So I don’t have anything to feel guilty about.”

“Technically, no you don’t, but it’s just the principal of the whole thing-”

“Fuck principal!” Joe exclaimed. “She’s the bitch that threw damn near six years down the drain like it was nothing, cheating on me with a dude just because he could pay off all her and her dead former fiancé’s bills. I worked my ass off trying to make a better life for us and she spit in my face, so I don’t give a damn about any principal!”

Raven’s eyebrows shot up in surprise; she had never heard Joe use such language, and especially about Van. Outside of his two daughters, Joe had loved Van more than anything, and he treated her like a queen the entire time they were together. To hear him talk about her like this now was shocking, even after what Van did.

“Okay, okay...I understand that,” Raven conceded, not even trying to plead her cousin’s case. Truth be told, she wasn’t totally over what Van had done, either. She’d been dating Grant McCallister and then as soon as they parted ways, Van got with him. Granted, the reason Raven and Grant stopped dating was because Raven had foolishly listened to one of his jilted admirers and accused Grant of being gay, but that wasn’t the point. Van broke the girl code. 

“I hate her, Raven,” Joe declared, his voice low. His intense dark eyes were focused straight ahead.

Raven eyed his profile. “Joe, come on; you don’t mean that.”

“The hell I don’t.”

“I can’t say she’s too high on my list of favorite people right now, either, but I wouldn’t say I hate her.”

“Well, that’s you.”

“You don’t see yourself ever getting over what she did? You don’t think you can forgive her?”

“Maybe eventually. Not any time soon, though.”

Raven just continued to eye him, her expression thoughtful.

“I don’t think you get it, Raven,” he continued, his voice softening just slightly. “Ever since I met Van, she had me. Every second that I was her man, I was all about trying to please her and make things better for her and her twins the best way I could. And I loved those kids like my own, becoming their father, because I wanted to be. Did I always do the right thing or make the best decisions? No. Was I the best at managing what money I did have? Not at first but I got better. Did I let my baby mama get away with too much, in regards to child support? I absolutely did. 

“But you know what nobody will ever be able to say about me? That I ever once disrespected, mistreated, cheated on, took advantage of, or abused Van in any way, shape, or form. I loved that woman more than I loved myself, Raven.” Joe’s voice rose slightly. “And to find out that after months of working overtime and going to school to better myself and be a better man for her, and planning a proposal she would never forget, saving every penny I could so I could buy her a nice ring and take her on a nice honeymoon, that I or anything I did wasn’t good enough...and even worse, that she had progressed enough with this other cat that she and her kids would move into his house?? That meant she was seeing him while we were together, lying to my face for who knows how long while I was just focused on her. You don’t just get over that.”

Tears were in Raven’s eyes but she tried to blink them back. She knew exactly how hard Joe worked to pull off the proposal and all the planning, because she was right there helping him do it. She saw how exhausted he was when they would meet up to go over things, but he never once complained; he always said Van was worth it. And the closer they got to the night of the proposal, the more excited he became. Raven had been just as excited about everything that was going on; she was so eager to help Joe because she knew how good a man he was, and how much he loved her cousin. And she and Van helping plan each other’s weddings was something they had talked about since they were kids. But Raven was shocked right along with Joe when Van had revealed she would be moving out of the house she and Joe shared and moving in with Grant; like Joe, Raven hadn’t had any idea anything was going on between them. She had never, ever seen a man as heartbroken as Joe was that night after Van walked out. For a while he was devastated and depressed; now, he was just angry.

“You’re right, Joe; I can’t even imagine that,” Raven softly conceded. She inched a little closer and rubbed a hand along his strong back.

Joe shook his head. “I’m good,” he insisted, starting to pull away. 

“Stop,” Raven admonished, gripping him. “You don’t have to be all tough around me. I was there for the whole thing, remember? And I was blind-sighted, too. You cried on my shoulder.” She leaned closer to him. “And I’m the one that tried to grab your dick an hour after you got dumped.”

Despite himself, Joe laughed loudly at that, throwing his head back. Seeing him laugh made Raven smile. “I feel like that shouldn’t be so funny but damn, Raven.”

Raven giggled. “So you can relax with me, okay? No judgment.”

Joe looked at her, the smile still on his lips. “I can get with that.”

“Good.” Raven’s smile widened. 

Joe’s eyes roamed her face for a moment before he volleyed her earlier question back to her. “Do you feel guilty about what just went down?”

Raven’s hand slid down to his firm backside. She bit her bottom lip, her eyes tightening. “Not in the slightest.”

Joe’s own eyes darkened with desire, recognizing that look. “I thought you were about the principal and all that.”

“That was just the right thing to say. But I’ll take this,” her gaze roamed up and down his muscular body, “over some damn principal any day of the week.”

“Is that right?” Joe pushed Raven onto her back and climbed on top of her, nestling himself between her long legs. He looked down at her face, realizing just how pretty she was. He noted that she wasn’t adorned with her usual face full of makeup. She looked better without it, in his opinion. 

He started slowly sucking her neck. “So you think you’ll want to do this again?”

Raven’s eyes slid closed in pleasure as she leaned her head back to give him better access, her hand sliding to the back of his bald head. “Hell yeah, I want do to it again. And again after that.”

“I don’t want a relationship,” Joe quickly specified, lifting his head to look at her. “You good with that?”

“Please, after the past few months I’ve had, a relationship is the last thing I need right now,” Raven assured him. She tightened her legs around his waist as her hips began a slow grind. “Now can you kindly get back to what you were doing?”

“Damn right I can.”

Chapter 2

––––––––
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VAN KNEW SHE HAD NO right to complain. 

Grant was working, as usual. Her twins, Canton and Cassie, were in their respective rooms, probably enjoying one of the many things Grant had bought for them. Van was able to come home from work and relax without having to worry about which bill that she couldn’t afford to pay was going to pop up in her mailbox. She wanted for absolutely nothing. But she just wasn’t as happy as she knew she should have been.

And she wasn’t blind as to why, either. As much as she loved and appreciated her fiancé Grant, she still hadn’t fully gotten over her ex, Joe. She thought she had, but getting him off her mind turned out to be a task she constantly failed at. The guilt over walking out on him when he was about to propose consumed her for months, at times so much that it actually physically hurt. The look on his face when she told him she was leaving him still haunted her. 

Despite how it seemed, Van had loved Joe more than anything, outside of her kids. And there were more times than she would ever admit that she had questioned her decision, especially after he revealed to her everything he’d been working on to make things better for them. Money had been her main reason for leaving, and from what he told her, that was no longer going to be an issue; or at least, not as much of an issue. But she left him anyway. At the time, she felt justified in that. But the decision still ate at her. 

The night Grant proposed, Joe had called her. Van was relieved because he’d been refusing her calls for months; she thought they were finally going to be able to talk things out and start paving the way towards at least being friends. But Joe had only one thing to say to her:

“I hate you. Lose my damn number.”

That was it. He hung up on her and hadn’t talked to her since. 

Those words hurt Van, and she hadn’t been able to shake that hurt. Even though she knew she broke his heart, she never thought the day would come where she would hear Joe say he hated her. He had always loved her, with everything in him. And she hated making him feel like that hadn’t been good enough, but she knew that’s exactly what she did.

Sighing, Van pushed herself off the chaise lounge in the alcove of her and Grant’s master suite and headed down the hall to see what the twins were doing. Canton was at his computer studying, as usual; ever since Grant bought him that laptop, Canton spent a lot of his time staying up on the news, studying history and law, reading case studies and watching trials online. He was determined to go into law and then politics when he grew up and Van was incredibly proud of that, even though she often had to actually make him take his head out of the books and go play sometimes. 

His twin sister Cassie, though, was all about making it to the bright lights of Hollywood. Van found her in her room, her iPhone in her hand and earbuds in her ears, dancing around her hot pink and gray-decorated bedroom. Van couldn’t help but smile and shake her head. Cassie had long ago stated that she wanted to be a singing/dancing/acting/modeling superstar, and if she had her way, she would already be on the road to that. But Van wanted her to enjoy her childhood, so she didn’t let her do all that much yet, agreeing to talk about letting her go on more auditions when she turned thirteen.

Not having the energy to cook, Van decided to order some takeout for dinner. As she rummaged through the menus she and Grant kept in the office desk, she got a text from him letting her know he was on his way home and couldn’t wait to see her.  Van smiled, then bit her lip guiltily. She hadn’t told Grant about all of these thoughts and feelings she was having about Joe; as far as Grant knew, Van was over him, though he was aware that she still harbored some guilt over how she hurt Joe. But Van just couldn’t bring herself to be honest with her fiancé about still feeling conflicted over how she left her ex-boyfriend for him, and how she spent way more time thinking about him than she should. 

Grant also didn’t know that this was the reason Van had been dragging her feet planning the wedding. Really, her heart just wasn’t in it. Part of her wondered if she was doing the right thing. 

Which was probably why she still hadn’t told her parents about anything that happened. They thought she was still living happily with Joe; they had no idea she’d left him for another man that she was now engaged to. Every time she talked to her mother, she tried to keep the subject on anything but her love life. And when her mother did ask about Joe, Van stayed as vague as possible. She had always been close with her parents, but she was actually embarrassed to tell them the truth about everything; she didn’t want them to think badly of her for leaving a perfectly good man just because he didn’t have enough money in his bank account.

After Van placed the dinner order, she freshened up before going down to the kitchen to start preparing the table. She had just pulled some plates out of the cupboard when Canton walked in.

“Hey, baby,” Van greeted him warmly.

“Oh...hey,” Canton grunted, looking away. “I didn’t know you were down here.”

“Yeah, I’m just setting the table for dinner. I ordered Chinese.”

“’Kay.” Canton wasn’t looking at her. “I just wanted to get an apple but I can come back later.”

“No, go ahead. Get one,” Van instructed as she headed into the dining room. Once there, she changed her mind and decided they could just eat at the kitchen table tonight. When she got back to the kitchen, Canton was gone. 

Van sighed as she began to set the table. There was a time when Canton would have offered to help her. But now, he couldn’t wait to get away from her, and it had been this way for a while now. Van knew why. Canton missed Joe and resented her for leaving him. She had tried to talk to him about it on several occasions but she didn’t think he would ever really see where she was coming from. It had gotten so bad that Van had even gotten calls from Canton’s teachers saying he wasn’t as attentive or focused as he used to be, and had even been rude on occasion. That wasn’t like Canton, and it worried Van. She hadn’t expected him to stay this upset this long, but Canton had really grown to love Joe like a father and it hit him hard when he realized he wasn’t going to be seeing him anymore. This made Van feel even worse because as much as she had agonized over her decision, one thing she didn’t consider was how losing Joe would affect the twins. Cassie seemed fine, but Canton certainly wasn’t. 

––––––––
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“HEY, RAVEN.”

“Hey.”

“I’ve been trying to reach you for a few days now. Where’ve you been?”

“Oh, I’ve just been kinda...busy,” Raven responded, then giggled. It was then that Van realized Raven wasn’t alone.

“I’ve left messages,” Van persisted. “I thought you would’ve called me back by now.”

“Yeah...sorry.” Raven giggled again then whispered something under her breath. “What’s up?”

Van sighed. She really hoped that her relationship with her cousin would have improved by now, but things were still strained. Raven and Van had always been as thick as thieves, ever since they were kids; but this was yet another relationship she had ruined by getting with Grant. 

“Umm...” Van didn’t even know what to say. She hated this, how withdrawn Raven was from her now. “Do you want to try and go see a movie sometime this weekend? Or do you have to be at the restaurant?”

“I’ll have to let you know about that,” Raven responded quickly. There was some rustling on her end and then a sharp intake of breath. “Ahhh...I’m gonna have to call you back,” Raven informed in a shaky voice. 

Van asked an obvious question. “Do you have company?”

“Hang up,” she heard a man’s voice say. 

Van frowned. Even though the voice was low and muffled, she could have sworn it sounded like Joe. But she knew there was no way that could be. 

“Van, I will call you back,” Raven said breathlessly.

“When?” Van called out, sensing Raven was about to hang up. She knew she sounded desperate but she missed her cousin.

“Soon. Oooh...” Raven moaned. There was more rustling and whispers, then Raven cursed under her breath. “Yeah, I’ll call you back soon. Bye.” She hung up.

Van looked at the phone, as curious as ever. Raven was obviously getting busy so Van couldn’t really blame her for not wanting to talk right then, but she couldn’t help but wonder who Raven was with. She knew that basketball player Donald Rogers had dumped her a while back, but Raven hadn’t mentioned seeing anyone else since. Maybe it was just a booty call not worth mentioning, though Raven always told her about those in the past, even if she ended up not keeping the guy around very long. But that was then and this was now, apparently. 

But Van couldn’t shake how much the male voice she heard sounded like Joe. She knew Raven had helped him plan her proposal but other than that, she never knew the two of them to hang out or even interact much when Van wasn’t there. 

And Joe wasn’t even Raven’s type; Raven never really understood why Van had been so into him, since Joe wasn’t what most people would consider conventionally handsome. Van hadn’t been able to get enough of him, though; it wasn’t all about his looks. It was the kind of man he was. He was sweet, attentive, caring, romantic, hardworking, loyal; he was incredibly handy and could fix just about anything, which Van found incredibly sexy. She never had to ask him to help out around the house or with her kids; he did whatever he could proactively and willingly. He respected her, made her feel cherished and loved...and his bedroom skills were in a class by themselves. Even the thought of his excellent lovemaking sent a jolt to her center. At times, Van still missed that. 

Yeah, her mind had to be playing tricks on her; her guilt was causing her to hear things. She had to be tripping. Whoever was making Raven moan right then definitely wasn’t Joe. 

Chapter 3
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GRANT KNEW SOMETHING was up with Van; he just didn’t know what. 

She hadn’t been herself for a while, but of course whenever he asked her what was wrong or if anything was on her mind, she insisted she was fine. At times she actually seemed rather distant, and he didn’t know whether to leave her alone and let her work through it herself or be more persistent in getting her to open up. He and Van might have been engaged, but in a lot of ways they were still getting to know each other; their relationship and engagement had come about so fast that at times Grant still couldn’t believe he was actually about to be a husband and stepfather to twins. But he couldn’t wait; Van had captivated him ever since he’d seen her pumping gas that random night at the gas station.

Which was why it bothered him that she didn’t seem as interested or excited about planning their wedding as he was. He had left the actual planning to her because, as much as he might have wanted to, he simply didn’t have time to plan a wedding and run his multimillion-dollar companies. But he definitely wanted to be in on the progress and was eager to give his opinion when she asked for it; he wanted her to have the wedding of her dreams so he told her she could get anything she wanted; spare no expense. But it had been six months since he proposed and they hadn’t even set a date yet, let alone really decided on anything else concrete. They’d kicked a few ideas around; that was it. Grant wanted to believe that this foot-dragging was because she was stressed with work or just wanted to take her time, and not because she was having any doubts. 

“Do you think she is? Having doubts?” Grant’s longtime friend Rick asked him when they talked about it one night after work, looking over at Grant as he wiped his mouth with a paper napkin. They were at the bar at their favorite hole-in-the-wall place, Coco’s, diving into a mountain of chicken wings and drinking beer. Grant loved going there not only because of the delicious food and relaxing atmosphere, but because it was one of the few places where he usually wouldn’t be bothered. No one cared that he was a millionaire and local celebrity and he needed that relief sometimes.

“I hope not but I couldn’t tell you,” Grant replied with a light shrug. “I know everything happened really fast and she’s probably still trying to wrap her head around everything...she’s barely been doing her new job a year, the twins are still getting acclimated to all these changes, I’m at work more than I’m at home, which I know she doesn’t like...”

“I’m sure she knew that reality when she decided to be your woman, though, right?”

“Yeah, I guess...I admit we never really talked about it, though. We didn’t really discuss how all of this was going to work or play out at all; we just kind of jumped in with both feet and hoped for the best. That might work with some things but not when you’re planning a marriage and life together.”

“Sounds like you’re the one having doubts,” Rick observed, eying his friend thoughtfully.

Grant shook his head. “There’s not a doubt in my mind that Van is the woman I want to be with, man. But I will admit that at times, I wish I had gone about things differently.”

“You mean how you pursued her when you knew she was with somebody else?”

“That, and other things,” Grant mused. “We didn’t really prepare the twins for all this; we just yanked them from one house to another and expected them to be fine with it. And Cassie, for the most part, seems to be. But Canton...I know he isn’t happy about living in my house.”

“You two don’t get along?”

“It’s not that. Joe, Van’s ex, was like a father to him; really the only father he knew, since his biological father died when he was so young. And as sad as it is to admit, Van and I were so caught up in our own stuff and that we didn’t even consider the impact all of this was going to have on them, losing Joe like that.”

“That’s rough, man,” Rick shook his head. “And I must say, I thought it was a little fast when you told me you and Van were engaged; but I know you well enough to know that your impulsiveness only runs so far. If you asked her to be your wife, you didn’t do it on a whim.”

“Absolutely not. I take marriage seriously, man. And I pray to only do it once.”

“I hear you; that’s how it should be,” Rick concurred, twisting his own gold wedding band around his finger. His deep blue eyes turned back to his friend. “About Van, though...what are you gonna do?”

“I’m not sure what I can do, really,” Grant admitted. “This is new territory for me so I’m kind of learning as I go. I went from living alone for years to having a fiancée and a set of prepubescent twins in my house. And don’t get me wrong; I love it. But it’s an adjustment for all of us, still. And I try to remember that when Van is dragging her feet with the wedding planning or seems like her mind is somewhere else.”

Sipping his beer, Rick peered at his friend and contemplated if he should mention the possibility that was on his mind; that Van’s apparent apathy might be due to her still being hung up on Joe or, even worse, wanting Joe back. But he didn’t want to put that on Grant’s mind and cause him to worry any more than he already was; he just hoped that it really was just a case of everyone still getting adjusted to all of the changes that had taken place in the past few months. 

“Well, I’ll just say this,” he finally said, setting his beer on the bar. “Be patient with Van. I mean, there shouldn’t be a real rush to get married, should there?”

“No, there’s no rush, other than just wanting her to be my wife.”

“Understandable. But just take your time, man...let things settle down, keep getting to know each other, build your relationship with the twins...just enjoy being together without any pressure. Don’t push her. Try to understand where she might be coming from and why she might be a little gun-shy. You have the rest of your lives to be together; just enjoy the ride.”

Grant pondered Rick’s words, then nodded slowly. “Yeah, I see your point. You’re right. I’ve been so laser-focused on getting Van, then getting Van to leave Joe and move in with me, then finding the right time to propose to Van, then trying to get Van to set a date...I haven’t really just taken the time to enjoy Van. I love having her with me; she’s honestly one of the best things to come into my life, ever. I just need to chill out, huh?”

“Yeah...” Rick hedged, weighing his next words as he ran a hand through his dark hair. “You do. But I feel the need to say this, also...”

Grant looked at him curiously. “Say what?”

“While you’re chilling out, keep your eyes open,” Rick advised gently. “I’m not trying to imply anything, but with how everything came about between you two...I’m just saying, trust your gut. Don’t let your love for Van cloud your common sense and good judgement. I don’t know Van very well at all and I’m not implying anything,” he quickly clarified again when Grant’s face morphed into a frown, “But I wouldn’t be much of a friend if I didn’t tell you this, man. All I’m saying is...just trust your gut. That’s all.”
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RICK’S WORDS WERE ON Grant’s mind the entire ride to his house after leaving Coco’s. As much as he initially started to take offense to his friend’s warning, the more the thought about it, the more he couldn’t deny Rick had a point. As much as he loved Van, he couldn’t lose his head completely. He reminded himself to just keep his eyes open as he hoped that Van was being as sincere with him as he had been with her.

When he was about five minutes from home, Grant got a call from his mother, Bernice. Smiling, he pressed the button on the steering wheel to answer the call via Bluetooth. “Hey, Ma! Everything okay?”

“Yeah, baby, everything’s fine. Why’d you ask that?”

“You hardly ever call me this late. I’m surprised you’re not in the bed.”

“Oh, I was up watching a movie on this thing you got me. You spent all that money on this big ol’ TV; I might as well use it.”

Grant laughed. He had to convince his mother to even accept the Netflix subscription; she still had a VCR and a shelf full of videotapes. 

“Well, I hope you’re enjoying it. I know I love mine.”

“When do you have time to sit around watching movies?”

“Not that much, I admit. Van and I like to do that together, though, whenever we can.”

“Speaking of Van, when am I going to get to meet my future daughter-in-law? All I’ve gotten to do is talk to her one or two times on the phone. She’s a sweet lil’ thing.”

“Yeah, she is,” Grant smiled as he usually did when he thought of his fiancée. “I don’t know, though, Ma...I’m not sure when we’ll be able to get up to South Carolina to visit. And you know you don’t like coming down here.”

“Atlanta got too many people in it for me,” Bernice commented. “It’s no rush but I would like to see her face before the wedding day. In person.”

“I know, Ma,” Grant shook his head, still smiling. He appreciated how his mother hadn’t questioned his judgment when he called her to announce he was getting married and just chose to be happy for him. Before Van, he couldn’t even remember the last time he told his mother about a woman he was seeing; nobody had lasted long enough or been special enough to mention. But the day after Van accepted his proposal, he called Bernice and told her all about Van.

“Y’all ain’t set a date yet?” Bernice asked.

“Not yet.”

“What’s the hold-up?”

“No hold-up, really...we’re just taking our time, that’s all.” Grant didn’t want to mention that Van didn’t seem to be as anxious to set a date as he was.

“Well, just be sure you let me know when it is so I can start making my dress.”

“Ma, I told you, you don’t have to make your own clothes anymore. All you have to do is tell me what you want or need and it’s done.”

“You already spoil me enough, baby. Plus, I like making my own clothes. Keeps my stress down.”

“Stress? About what?”

“Oh, your sister’s been calling me every other day about that boy she’s messing with. One day she’s all in love and the next she’s fussing about something he did.”

Grant chuckled. “I’m surprised she hasn’t told me about any of this. I’ll have to call her.”

“I don’t even try to figure out what’s on that girl’s mind or why she does stuff like she does it. As long as she’s getting her lesson, that’s all I’m really worried about.”

“She better be.”

“You driving?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Well, let me let you go, then. You know I don’t like you being on that phone when you’re driving.”

Grant chuckled again. As many times as he had explained to his mother that he didn’t have to actually hold his phone in his hand while he drove, she would still end the conversation when she realized he was behind the wheel. 

“Okay, Ma. I’ll talk to you later, then. Do you need anything?”

“No, baby, I’m good. Thank you, though.”

“Make sure you let me know if you do. I love you, Ma.”

“I love you too, baby.” Grant could hear the smile in her voice and it made him smile wider. “And I’m proud of you.”

Grant was full-on grinning now. “Thank you, Ma.”

A few minutes later, Grant arrived home and pulled his car into the double garage. He cut the engine and sat back in his seat, thinking about the conversation with his mother. It made him remember that he had yet to speak to Van’s parents and he wondered if they had accepted the news of his and Van’s engagement as well as his mother had. Van hadn’t mentioned it either way, and now he was curious. He quickly got out of the car and went into the house to find his fiancée.

She was in their bedroom, folding laundry. Even though Grant utilized a cleaning service, Van insisted on doing her own laundry. She still wasn’t entirely comfortable having everything done for her. 

“Hey, sweetie,” she greeted him when he entered the room. Her smile, as usual, made him melt inside. 

“There she is.” Grant walked over to her and grabbed her by the waist, pulling her to him. He leaned down and kissed her strawberry-shaped lips, inhaling her sweet scent as he held her tighter. She wrapped her arms around his neck, her warm hand resting on the back of his bald head, and they continued to kiss for several moments before finally tapering off. 

“I missed you,” Grant whispered, his forehead against hers. 

“I missed you, too.” The smile was still on Van’s lips. “Did you eat? I can fix you something.”

“Oh, no I’m good. I couldn’t eat anything right now if I wanted to.”

“You had a good day?”

“It was fine; busy, as usual,” Grant shrugged. “Went and met up with Rick for a little while; we went to Coco’s, which is why I’m so full. I talked to Ma in the car a little while ago.”

“Oh yeah? How is she doing?”

“She’s good. Finally using that Netflix subscription I got for her.”

“I’m surprised; I didn’t think she would ever use that,” Van chuckled. 

“Me either, really.”

“Speaking of which, do you want to watch a movie tonight or are you too tired?”

“I think we can make that work.” His hand roamed her back. “Where are the twins?”

“In their rooms, asleep. Surprisingly.”

“Damn; I didn’t even get to see them today. I’ll try to get home earlier tomorrow. Listen, babe...there was something I wanted to ask you.”

“Yes?”

“Have you told your parents about us getting married?”

He felt Van’s body tense in his arms. “Why do you ask?” she evaded.

“Because it occurred to me I’ve never once spoken with them or anything. You’ve talked to my mother, and even my sister that one time. And you’re always saying how close you and your parents are, especially you and your mother. I’m curious as to how they took the news.” 

“Oh...” 

Several silent moments passed and Grant started getting a bad feeling. “Van.”

“Hmm?”

He leaned back so he could look at her face. “You haven’t told them, have you?”

Van averted her eyes. “Not...not really.”

Frowning slightly, Grant stepped back. “What do you mean, not really? Either you have or you haven’t, Van.”

Biting her lip, Van looked up at him sheepishly under her bangs before turning her eyes away again. “Okay, I haven’t exactly told them about...our engagement yet.”

More upset than he expected to be (despite a part of him not being that surprised), he dropped his hands from her waist. “Any particular reason why?”

“It just...hasn’t come up,” Van answered weakly. 

“It hasn’t come up.” Grant’s eyes were unwavering as he peered at her, and Van looked at him timidly like a child about to be reprimanded. “Is it that it hasn’t come up or that you just don’t want to bring it up, for some reason?”

“Grant, please...”

“There’s a reason you haven’t told them by now, Van. We’ve been engaged six months.”

“Please don’t take this the wrong way, baby,” Van pleaded, stepping closer and tentatively putting her hands on his waist. “Of course I’m going to tell them. Really. I’m just...it just hasn’t been the right time.”

“In six months, huh?” Grant stepped back again and turned away from her. He couldn’t help the hurt that was spreading over him; he knew for a fact that Van talked to her mother, who lived out of state, at least once or twice a week. In all that time, she never mentioned anything about planning to marry Grant. That stung. And he didn’t even want to think about what that might mean.

He turned to leave the room. 

“Grant!” Van called out. He stopped but didn’t turn around. “Where are you going?”

“To my office.”

“But I’m almost finished folding these clothes; I thought we were going to watch a movie together.”

“Watch it by yourself. I can’t be around you right now.”

Chapter 4

––––––––
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JOE ROLLED OUT OF TANISHA’S bed, easing out from under her arm. He glanced over at her, sprawled across the bed and snoring, and shook his head as he stood and stretched before heading towards the kitchen. He opened the refrigerator and was glad she had some bottled water for a change; probably just because he requested it. Usually all she drunk was orange soda.

He grabbed a bottle and practically yanked off the cap before taking a long swig. Leaning against the counter in the small kitchen, he checked the time on the clock on the stove, noting the upgraded appliances. He frowned when he remembered who was responsible for that.

Tanisha was his ex and the mother of his two daughters, Jillian and Tara. He broke up with her years ago because she was a childish, negative woman (and because he discovered that she had deceived him and gotten pregnant on purpose) and he couldn’t deal with that anymore. And she’d been a thorn in his side ever since, especially after he got with Van. Tanisha didn’t like her and never missed a chance to make that known, and when she wasn’t doing that, she was trying to make Joe pay for not being with her by being the most annoying, petty, aggravating pain she could be towards him. But everybody knew she was mainly acting like that because she wanted Joe back. After Van dumped Joe, he went back to Tanisha; clearly on the rebound but Tanisha didn’t care. She was just glad he’d come back to her. They tried a relationship again but Joe wasn’t really into it, even though Tanisha’s attitude had greatly improved now that he was no longer with Van. Tanisha wanted Joe to be her man again, but as long as he wasn’t anybody else’s man, she was satisfied.

Eventually, Tanisha dragged into the kitchen wearing nothing but a t-shirt and panties. She was rubbing her eyes and looking way more innocent than she was. Her long black hair was wild and all over the place. 

“When’d you get up?” she asked, clearing her throat.

“Just a few minutes ago.”

“Why didn’t you wake me up when you got up?”

“For what?” 

Tanisha just looked at him before she moved over to the refrigerator to get herself an orange soda. She leaned against the counter next to him as she popped the top on the can. “What’s wrong with you?”

“Nothin’.”

“You always got an attitude when you’re here.”

“Yeah, well. You know why that is.”

“Joe-”

“Save it. I’m not in the mood.”

Tanisha just shook her head as she took a long swallow from her soda can.

Grant McCallister had bought and renovated Tanisha’s apartment building, and it burned Joe that he had to stay with Tanisha when Van had dumped him because he really didn’t have anywhere else to go at the time. Van had told him he could keep the house they’d been living in, but it was in Van’s name and he already felt like enough of a chump after how and why she dumped him; he wasn’t going to take her pity offering on top of that. More importantly, there was no way he would have been able to stay there and sleep in the bed they shared for years. There were just too many memories and he knew it would drive him crazy. He went to Tanisha’s and, of course, she never wanted him to leave. Joe tried to convince her to get another apartment somewhere else but she didn’t want to move because of the reasonable rent, plus all of her friends lived nearby. She wouldn’t be able to get an apartment as nice for the amount she was paying anywhere else. Usually Joe was able to put it out of his mind, the fact that Grant had anything to do with the apartment; but when he did think of it, it was an automatic mood-killer.

“When are the girls coming back?” Joe asked, referring to their daughters. 

“They’re staying at Mama’s until later tonight.” Tanisha set her can on the counter and stepped in front of Joe. She started raking her long nails up and down his chiseled abs. “Why?”

“I think I’m about to head out.”

“Why?? We’ve got all day; you don’t have to go nowhere.” Tanisha looked up at him seductively as she slid her hand down to his crotch and squeezed. “Especially since you never let me get none of this when they here.”

Joe started to respond when Tanisha dropped to her knees and pulled his dick out of his boxers, stroking him several times with her small hand before swirling her tongue around the tip. Joe groaned and closed his eyes when she finally slid her mouth over him, leaning his head back and gripping the edge of the counter. Tanisha never could get enough of him, and Joe couldn’t deny that the sex with her was good. But he was a little surprised when he found himself comparing Tanisha’s technique to Raven’s. He tried to clear his mind of that and just enjoy what was being done to him in the moment.

A while later, after Tanisha finished with him and downed another can of soda, she followed him into the bedroom, where he started getting dressed.

“Still gon’ leave, huh?” 

“I’ve got some stuff to do,” Joe grunted, not looking at her as he pulled on his jeans.

“You coming back later on?”

“Probably. Before the girls go to sleep.” Joe didn’t sleep there every night because he didn’t want his daughters getting the wrong impression about him and Tanisha getting back together, though he had long since talked with them about their situation.

“Well, look, there’s something I wanted to talk to you about.”

Joe turned to her, his jeans unbuttoned. “What?”

“What do you think about us having another baby?”

Joe’s eyebrows shot up, then he laughed and resumed buttoning his jeans. “I think you’ve lost your mind.”

“What?”

“You have lost it if you think that’s gonna happen.”

“Why??”

“Because I don’t trust your ass, that’s why.”

Tanisha frowned and put her hand on her hip. “Excuse me?”

“Don’t act like you don’t remember me finding out about you poking holes in the condoms around the time you ended up pregnant with Tara. I haven’t forgotten about that.”

Her expression faltering, Tanisha’s hand fell. “That was years ago, Joe.”

“So?”

“I wouldn’t do that this time.”

“You couldn’t do that this time. I bring my own rubbers whenever I come over here.”

“Okay, so what’s the problem? Why can’t we have another kid? Don’t you want a son?”

Joe immediately thought of Canton, Van’s son who he had long since grown to think of as his own. His sister, Cassie, too. He missed them something terrible, and it was just another reason to resent Van.

“I got enough kids,” Joe grunted, yanking his t-shirt over his head.

“But I want to have another one.”

“I said no, Tanisha, damn!”

“Why, though??”

“Tanisha, why don’t you get real? You can barely afford the two kids you have now, not to mention that you hardly spend any real quality time with them. I’m just now getting on my feet, money-wise. And I am not in the frame of mind to be thinking about having another child, especially with a woman I don’t even like all that much.”

Tanisha recoiled as if Joe had slapped her across the face. Her expression was hurt. “That’s a fucked up thing to say to me, Joe. Especially after I just got finished sucking your-”

“Didn’t nobody tell you to do that.” 

“I didn’t see you stopping me!”

“Why would I? That’s one thing you’re good at.”

Tanisha’s jaw dropped. “Why you gotta be so mean?”

Grunting, Joe just shook his head and stalked past her out of the bedroom. 

“Where are you going?” Tanisha demanded, right on his heels.

“I told you I got stuff to do. I’m out.”

“We were in the middle of a conversation!”

“If the conversation is about us having another baby, there is absolutely nothing to talk about. It ain’t happening.”

“Just like that? I don’t get no say in it, huh?”

“Tanisha, if you just want to have another baby so bad, have one with somebody else. We both know I’m not the only one you’re sleeping with.”

“But they ain’t you!”

“Oh well. Don’t ask me about this no more.”

“Joe.”

He turned to look at her, his expression hard.

She looked at him, a hint of concern in her eyes. “You’ve changed ever since she left you,” she informed him in a softened voice, stepping closer. “Even when I pissed you off, you never used to talk to me like you talk to me now. One of the reasons I always lo-, um...why I was always so into you was because you were tough but you were still nice. You were really one of the good guys. Now you’re just...bitter.”

Joe wanted to laugh but wasn’t in the mood to do it. Tanisha was one to talk; she was bitter for years after he left her. The entire time he was with Van, Tanisha’s attitude shot from bad-enough to insufferable and stayed there until Van left him. 

And it also amused him how Tanisha could never tell anyone she loved them. The entire time he’d known her, he’d never heard her use the word; at least not in regards to her feelings about someone. Not even to their daughters. It used to bother him but now, he no longer cared about hearing it from her. Really, he thought it was sad.

“Yeah, well,” Joe grunted as he unlocked the door and opened it. “Being a good guy obviously hasn’t gotten me anywhere.”
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VAN HAD FINALLY GOTTEN back in touch with Raven.

“What are you doing tonight? I miss hanging out with you; we need to get together,” Van told her. 

“We will,” Raven replied, though Van suspected her response was more obligatory than sincere. “I might be having some company tonight, though, so I’ll just have to let you know.”

“Ooh, with the mystery man from the other night?” Van asked, hoping Raven would give up some details.

“There’s no mystery man; just someone I’m getting down with whenever. A friends-with-benefits kind of thing.”

“Who is he?”

“I don’t want to say.”

Van frowned. Raven was usually all too eager to dish; sometimes a little too eager. “Why not?”

“He just doesn’t need to be mentioned yet, that’s all. I’m keeping him to myself for a while.”

“Oh...” Van wasn’t quite sure if she should buy this explanation. “The sex must not be any good.”

“Oh, that’s not it at all. He’s probably one of the best I’ve ever been with,” Raven bragged, loving that Van had no idea she was talking about Joe. “That man does things to my body I can’t even describe. Got me wanting to skip work and everything.”

“Wow,” Van marveled. “Can you at least tell me something about him? His initials? Where he lives? Where you met him? Anything??”

“We met through a mutual friend,” Raven teased. She knew it was probably a mean thing to do but she loved keeping Van in the dark; she felt she deserved it after the way she snuck around with Grant all that time behind Raven and Joe’s backs like she did. “He lives somewhere here in Atlanta.”

“That’s all I get, huh? What mutual friend did you meet him through?”

“Damn, Van, you writing a book or something? Why are you being so nosy?”

Shocked, Van actually looked at the phone as if making sure she was still talking to the right person. “I’m not trying to be nosy, Raven; I’m just trying to get you to talk to me. You never tell me anything anymore. We used to be able to talk about any and everything and now I have to beg you for every little detail.”

Raven sighed. While she hadn’t totally forgiven Van and wanted to see her squirm a little, she couldn’t deny that at times she too missed the relationship they used to have. 

“Things are different now, Van,” she said after a moment. “I know you’ve apologized and all that, and I wish I could just forget about it like you want me to, but you’re just gonna have to be patient. To be real...I don’t look at you the same anymore.”

That hurt. Tears pricked Van’s eyes but she quickly blinked them back. “I see.”

“I’m just being honest.”

“I get it.”

There was a moment of awkward silence before one of them spoke again. “How are my babies?” Raven eventually asked. 

“They’re doing okay,” Van replied, still reeling from Raven’s statement but glad that they were at least talking about something. Van’s twins were just about the only subject Raven still spoke to Van freely about. “Cassie is already talking about what she wants for her birthday.”

“They just turned eleven not all that long ago.”

“Yeah, I know. And her little spoiled behind got treated like a queen, too; she and her friends got picked up in a limo and had a spa day with the works. You couldn’t tell her anything after that. Canton and his friends just spent the day at the arcade.”

“They’re already having separate parties, huh?”

“I would’ve preferred they do something together, but they couldn’t agree on anything. So Grant just suggested we...”

Van’s voice trailed off, knowing Grant was still a rather touchy subject between them. She didn’t want Raven any more upset with her than she already was. 

“You might as well go ahead and say it; it’s not like I don’t know he’s your man now,” Raven said bitingly, the edge her voice clear. 

“Umm...Grant suggested we just all have breakfast together as a...as a family and then let them do their own things,” Van finished softly.

Raven remembered. She had been invited to that “family” breakfast but refused to go, opting to just call the twins to wish them happy birthday and then celebrate with them on her own. 

“Good plan,” Raven replied simply.

“Yeah...” Van absolutely hated this awkwardness. “It turned out well, except Cassie is probably going to expect bigger and better for next year.”

And I’m sure you and Grant will give it to her, Raven thought to herself, but didn’t want to be unnecessarily snide. “You know Cassie has always been over-the-top; that’s nothing new.”

“That’s true. I have to check her about her attitude more than usual, though. And I’m especially worried about Canton.”

“What’s going on with Canton?”

“He’s been acting up in school and has barely had anything to say to me in months. He’s uncharacteristically short and rude, even with his teachers, and that’s just not like him. I’ve never gotten so many calls about his behavior.”

“Wow, really? I can’t imagine Canton acting like that,” Raven mused, genuinely concerned. She never wanted what was going on between herself and Van to affect her relationship with Canton and Cassie; she couldn’t love them much more if they were her own children. “Why do you think he’s acting like that?”

“I know exactly why he’s acting like that. He misses Joe.”

“I remember you mentioning that a while back but I didn’t think it had gotten this bad, to the point of him acting up and all that.”

“I’m surprised, myself. Canton never used to give me any trouble but now, he only talks to me when he has to. At least he’s polite enough to Grant.”

“Hmm.”

“He and Joe were really close and I know he just misses that relationship,” Van continued. “I tried to suggest he call Joe but apparently that’s not good enough; he misses seeing him every day.”

“Well, Van, Joe is pretty much all Canton knows, as far as a father figure. He was practically a baby when Calvin died,” Raven commented, referring to the twins’ biological father and Van’s former fiancé who passed away from complications with diabetes that he didn’t know he had until it was too late to do anything about. “Of course he’s going to be upset about losing him. All the money in the world can’t replace that kind of relationship.”

Van figured this was supposed to be a dig, but it was also true. Cassie might have been in heaven living in what she considered the lap of luxury but Canton had always been the opposite of his sister; he had simple tastes. He never minded the old house they used to live in, and actually enjoyed learning from Joe how to fix anything that needed to be fixed there. Joe was always proactive in being as helpful to Van as he could and doing whatever he saw needed to be done without having to ask, and he had taught Canton to be the same way. Van just wanted her sweet little boy back.

“I can’t argue with that,” Van stated humbly. “But things can’t keep going this way. Maybe I should call Joe and have him talk to Canton.”

“Nope,” Raven immediately replied. “Not a good idea.”

Van frowned. “What do you mean? Why isn’t it?”

“Because you and I both know that this is just an excuse to get Joe to talk to you.”

Van’s mouth fell open. “That is not it, Raven! I’m sincerely concerned about my son and I think Joe might be the only one that can talk some sense into him.”

“I don’t doubt your concern for Canton. But can you deny that you’ve been trying to contact Joe ever since he called you that night and told you he hated you, and he hasn’t been trying to hear it?”

“Okay, yes...I have been trying to talk to Joe and he’s been ignoring me,” Van admitted. “But that doesn’t mean I have ulterior motives now.”

“Really?”

“Yes, really!”

“Well, I think you should just leave the man alone,” Raven advised. “I mean, you’ve put him through enough.”

Van was flabbergasted by her cousin’s words. “Raven! This isn’t about me; this is about Canton! And as upset as Joe might be at me, I can’t imagine he’d turn his back on him if he knew he needed him!”

“So you want him to come in and fix the mess you made.”

“Oh my god...seriously??”

“Van, I’m not trying to be mean, here. I’m just keeping it real with you. You all were happy; no, things weren’t perfect, but real life isn’t. The one thing Joe lacked, money, was something he was busting his ass to get, and you still left. You uprooted those twins from everything they knew and moved them in with a man they hardly knew. And now you really think Joe is going to want to come in and help you after that?”

Van started to protest, but she had to (grudgingly) admit that Raven had a point. It was an angle that Van honestly hadn’t considered.

“Okay, I get it,” Van finally acquiesced. “Even though I am mostly and sincerely concerned about Canton, I’m not gonna lie; I would like to finally really speak with Joe. And since we’re keeping it real...I miss him.”

Raven paused. “What do you mean, you miss him?”

“I just...miss seeing him, talking to him. We were friends first before anything and now we’re nothing. I don’t know if I’ll ever get used to that, Raven.”

“You sure this isn’t just your guilt talking?”

“Of course I feel guilty! Who likes hearing that someone hates them? I certainly don’t, and especially not from Joe. I’ve never heard him say he hated anyone, not even Tanisha. To know that I was the one to drive him to that...”

Raven sighed again. “Look, Van...I get where you’re coming from. I do. But I still say you should figure out something else with Canton and leave Joe alone. Let that man heal. You can’t have your cake and eat it, too.”

“I’m not trying to-”

“You want Grant and his money and you want Joe to be okay with it. What is that?”

Van paused, frowning. “Since when did you get to be such an advocate for Joe? Once upon a time you would be on my side on this.”

“It’s not about being on anybody’s side, Van. Right is just right.”

Something was up. Raven had never gone to bat for Joe so hard, and Van couldn’t help but wonder why. Had they become friends during the time Raven was helping him with the proposal? Van couldn’t imagine they would stay in contact after that; why would they need to?

“I don’t necessarily think that I’m wrong, though,” Van replied after a moment. “I don’t see how it’s wrong to miss someone you loved.”

“Yeah, well, I hate to sound cruel and insensitive, but you just need to get over it. He doesn’t want anything else to do with you; he’s made that clear. Get your fiancé to help you with Canton, or have him talk to a counselor or therapist or something. But just leave Joe alone.”

Van was definitely suspicious. 

Chapter 5

––––––––
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GRANT HADN’T SAID MUCH of anything to Van in a few days, and Van was over the silent treatment. She cornered him in the bathroom one morning when they were getting ready for work.

“Can we please talk?” she requested, eying him as he stood in front of the mirror, shaving. “I cannot go another day like this, Grant.”

Grant calmly swished his razor in the water in the sink before tapping it against the edge. His eyes remained ahead of him. “What is there to talk about?”

“Grant, please. I know you’re upset at me for not telling my parents about our engagement. And I understand that. But nothing is going to get resolved unless we deal with it; going days without speaking isn’t going to solve anything.”

Grant calmly wiped his face with a towel and placed it by the sink before reaching for his aftershave, taking his time gently patting it onto his smooth skin. After several moments, he turned to look at her. “Have you still not told them?”

Instantly nervous, she hesitated slightly when she answered, “No, not yet.”

Scoffing, Grant shook his head and started to turn away from her.

“Grant!” Van grabbed his arm, turning him back towards her. “Look, I understand you being upset, but-”

“I passed upset two days ago, Van. I’m pissed. Especially after what you just said,” Grant interrupted bitingly, his hard eyes boring straight into hers.

Van swallowed nervously. “I’m so sorry. But please, let’s just deal with it. Let’s sit down and talk and get everything out in the open.”

Grant eyed her for a moment before sighing and wordlessly turning and walking into their bedroom. Van followed him and climbed onto the huge bed, where he was already sitting and looking at her.

“Let me just say this first,” Grant began, not wasting any time. “As incensed as I am about all this, I’m even more hurt. I’m trying not to think about what it means that you don’t even want to tell your parents about us getting married.”

“Please don’t think the worst about that,” Van quickly pleaded. “Grant, I would never have accepted your proposal if I didn’t love you and want to be your wife. I still do. I’ve just had so much other stuff on my mind with work and the issues with Canton...even though it’s been a while now, Grant, there are still times I can’t believe all of this is real. I actually pinch myself when I wake up in your arms in this beautiful house, without all the stresses I used to have. But it has nothing to do with me being ashamed of you or anything of the sort.”

“Does it have anything to do with Joe?”

“Wh-what?”

“You heard what I asked you, Van.”

“Why would it have anything to do with Joe? Why would you ask me that?”

“Stop stalling and answer the question.”

Van knew there wasn’t much she could get over on Grant, at least not for very long. All of his business experience had taught him how to read people and their body language, and he could be almost scary when he was in no-nonsense mode. Van sensed he was in that mode now, and she knew she needed to just be honest and avoid getting deeper into the doghouse than she already was. 
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