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Dear Reader:

Thanks for picking up More Than Meets the Eye by Michelle Janine Robinson. Once again, Robinson has proven that she has an invigorating and innovative style of writing. This time she tackles a topic that some might find unbelievable and others might totally be able to relate to.

What if you needed sex in order to survive? Literally? A lot of us love sex and swear that life is unsustainable without it but what if that were actually true? What if we would wither away and die without it? Well, in More Than Meets the Eye, there are many who have been walking the earth for hundreds of years with that exact problem. Yes, I said, “hundreds of years.”

This novel will have readers so caught up, riveted until the very last page. Robinson makes the possibility of an incubus visiting you in your sleep so sexy that some will actually yearn to experience it. She almost had me there for a minute—I’m only serious.

Robinson has been a contributor to most of my anthologies, including the lead-in story “The Quiet Room” in Succulent: Chocolate Flava 2. Hot! Hot! Hot. Make sure you check out Robinson’s other published novel, Color Me Grey, and her upcoming release, Serial Typical.

As always, thanks for supporting myself and the Strebor Books family. We strive to bring you cutting-edge literature that cannot be found anyplace else. For more information on our titles, please visit Zanestore.com. My personal web site is Eroticanoir.com and my online social network is PlanetZane.org. Please join us for weekly chats on Planet Zane.org on Mondays, Tuesdays, and Wednesdays.

Blessings,
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Justin and Stefan
You are my air…



Contents

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

PROLOGUE

CHAPTER ONE

CHAPTER TWO

CHAPTER THREE

CHAPTER FOUR

CHAPTER FIVE

CHAPTER SIX

CHAPTER SEVEN

CHAPTER EIGHT

CHAPTER NINE

CHAPTER TEN

CHAPTER ELEVEN

CHAPTER TWELVE

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

CHAPTER NINETEEN

CHAPTER TWENTY

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

CHAPTER THIRTY

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

CONCLUSION

ABOUT THE AUTHOR



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

While watching a film recently, one of the characters, in describing his messy apartment to a prospective roommate, said, “Excuse the mess, but I’m a writer and writers thrive on anarchy.” His comment got me to thinking. Is that true? Do most writers “thrive on anarchy?” And, if so, does that also include me?

I must admit, if you pick up any entertainment magazine or newspaper, you would be hard-pressed to debunk the statement. Chaos, disorder and rebellion often appear to be the defining characteristics of many artists, including writers.

While New Year resolutions have never been my thing, I made a solemn resolve as 2010 came to a close to embrace the joy in life, to endure and learn from adversity and to hold dear those treasured loved ones who have stuck with me through it all.

Justin and Stefan, I thank you for allowing me the comfort of no pretense. I am more “me” with the two of you than any other human being on this planet. It is often such a challenge to wear so many hats and…and so many faces. Yet, when the day is done and “I let down my hair,” I know all I have to be is me and that will always be enough for the two of you.

To Charles Trovato, I feel so very lucky to have met you. Yet, I’m not surprised, since I wholly believe in fate and destiny. It was predestined. You quiet my storm and remind me what’s real. And, for that, I am ever-thankful.

To my family, there’s something about getting older that allows you to appreciate your family even more. I am so lucky to have you all, with all your quirks, nuances and special attributes, I am in awe of what our family has evolved into. I can’t wait to see what the next fifty years brings. And, yes, Justin and Stefan, I do plan to be here for the next fifty. Maybe, I’ll take your advice and quit smoking, exercise more and modify my diet… Okay?

To all the folks at the Strebor/Simon & Schuster family who have made me feel so much at home, thank you for guiding and welcoming me. Zane, Charmaine and Yona, I appreciate your expertise and your willingness to help me be all that I can be.
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To Mark Alexander, I want you to know I was literally kicking myself when I realized I hadn’t offered you a public thank you in my first book. Your support of me and my writing efforts has been constant and often well-needed. Thanks, Mark, for guarding my stories and keeping them safe for me, including providing a last-minute retrieve when I lost one of them…Oops!

To my fans, who have reached out to me via Facebook, Twitter, Myspace and e-mail, it thrills me each and every time I hear from someone who enjoyed reading something I have written. Without you, my publishing efforts would be in vain. Thank you for offering me wings to fly.
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PROLOGUE
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The crushing weight of him was strong enough to rob her of her breath. She struggled beneath him, sensing his next move, inhaling his scent. She could feel him, could just barely reach out her hands to touch him. Yet, as if she were suddenly blind, she could not see him; darkness enveloped every corner of her world. Her long, slender fingers, grasped at the sheets beneath her, reaching for anything, hoping to find the strength to scream. There was no warning, no time for her to run; not even enough time for her to panic and scream. He was so very heavy. As if 400-pound weights were laid flatly atop her body, she was immovable. But what was most confusing was her obscured sight. She could see nothing. Whoever or whatever was on top of her was so large, she couldn’t imagine that she wouldn’t be able to see him; even in the darkness of the night. Belinda’s attempts to free herself were useless. He was everywhere. Muffled screams inside her throat, with nowhere to go, brought her nothing but pain.

Her t-shirt pushed aside, an ice cold object probed roughly between her legs, straining to gain entry. The prospect of being raped was horrific enough, but this was more than that. Her eyes were wide open and unconcealed, yet she saw no one, and though the feeling of a man’s body on top of her was unmistakable, what was now forcing its way inside of her bore no resemblance to anything she had ever felt. She had at first feared that she was being invaded by some sort of object, but it was not. It was clearly a man inside of her. But, the temperature of his appendage could only be likened to what a dead man might feel like if his penis were capable of being inside of a woman. It was painfully large and stabbing at her relentlessly—and was as cold as a block of ice.

“No! No! Not this!” she screamed, beneath her invisible muzzle.

Indistinguishable hands groped roughly at her body, teeth bit at her flesh and a vise grip held her so tightly, she thought for sure her entire body was being ripped limb from limb. Lingering in the air was the feint scent of decay, transporting her to the edge of nausea.

She reasoned with herself, assuring her conscious mind that she was not crazy, only asleep.

“Yes,” she spoke to herself, amidst her haze. “This is little more than an extremely vivid dream.”

She prayed that was it. Because, if it were not, then it meant that she was dealing with something far beyond her own comprehension, or anyone else’s for that matter. Or, even worse, maybe she was going completely insane.

When she was convinced she could do nothing but die, Belinda lost all consciousness.



CHAPTER ONE
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The nightmares started soon after accepting a writing assignment with Newsweek. What started as some eagerly accepted freelance work seemed to be leading her down a path toward ultimate destruction. After years of battling the worst insomnia, sleep had become her enemy. She knew better than anyone what could happen when you slept. That’s why she sat now in Starbucks at 8:45 p.m., downing her last of several cups of coffee before they closed. For the past several weeks she had devised artful ways of avoiding what she initially thought was some sort of stalker, angered by the story she was doing. It wasn’t long before she discovered what plagued her was a great deal more than merely a stalker. She realized that her safety was short-lived and that, sooner or later, she would have to go home or, at the very least, she would have to tell someone what she had learned. But who on earth would ever believe what was happening to not only her, but countless others?

She watched him, just outside the windows, lurking in the shadows…waiting.

The words be careful what you wish for rang in her ears once again. For months she had wanted little more than to get some work, any work. So when Cameron, over at Newsweek, had contacted her with a dream writing assignment, she had jumped at the chance.

It was hard to imagine it was little more than three weeks ago when she got the phone call. In three short weeks, she had gone from worrying about paying her mortgage to wondering if she would even live long enough to see the next day.

Despite months of agonizing insomnia, Belinda was overjoyed to hear the phone ringing that morning; even at such an early hour. Since the downturn in the economy, work had diminished significantly for her. After years of working at jobs that had left her feeling mostly dissatisfied, she had built up a strong client base of magazines and newspapers that called on her often to write for their publications on a freelance basis. However, for the past year or so, it had been an uphill climb to stay ahead. Most companies were cutting back and it was becoming apparent that her life-long dream of vocational independence would once again have to be put on hold and she would have to join the ranks of working stiffs on the edge of quiet desperation. That was what kept her from sleeping most nights. Now, her problems were far greater than anything she could ever have imagined. For now all of that would have to wait. The phone was ringing and she could see from the caller id that it was her editor at Newsweek.

“Hey, Belinda, how’s it going?”

“It’s going. How are you?”

“I’m good. I’ve got an assignment for you.”

“I was hoping you’d call. Things have been a bit slow lately.”

“I’m sorry about that. But, things have been slow all over; what with all the cutbacks. Newsweek is feeling the crunch as well. However, I do have an assignment for you; a good one.”

“Great!”

“We want to do a story focusing on the number of people that go missing each year. You’d be perfect for this. According to FBI-NCIC statistics, there are over 100,000 missing persons listed in their system and over 6,000 unidentified persons. Washington, D.C. has more missing persons than any other city listed, but New York has the most unidentified. I’d like you to explore these statistics and dazzle us with a phenomenal story. Maybe you could use your New York contacts to find out more about the unidentified. It’s got a good angle. This one could help put you on the map.”

“Thanks, Cameron. You’re right; it’s a good story.”

“I thought you’d like it.”

“How much time do I have?”

“You’ve got some leeway; a couple of months, maybe. Keep me posted. Okay?”

“Absolutely!”

For the first time in months, Belinda was hopeful. All it took was one really good story. She couldn’t wait to call her girls and tell them the news.

“Summer, guess what?”

“Hey you, you’re in better spirits than the last time I spoke with you. What’s goin’ on?”

“I’ve got a gig; a writing assignment. And, it’s a good one!”

“Good, good. Even though I still say you need to relax. Nobody ever went to their grave saying I wish I had worked more. You need to enjoy the fruits of your labor and stop stressing so damn much. That shit will kill you. You have to remember, everything in life is temporary; even the slow economy.”

“Yeah, yeah, I know. It’s hard to stop stressing when you can’t pay your damn rent, or in my case, my exorbitantly high mortgage.”

“Sell the condo, rent a modest apartment somewhere and live to fight another day.”

“I’ve considered that. But, I love my place; and not only that, this market sucks right now. I’ve put some feelers out and it’s getting close to impossible to sell right now.”

“You need to get out. You know what they say about all work and no play.”

“That’s one of the reasons I called. I thought maybe you, Diana and I could hit a club tonight and celebrate, maybe have some dinner.”

“Sounds good to me.”

“I’m gonna call Diana and then I want to get started on this story. I might call Aidan and see if he can help in any way.

“Aidan, huh? I thought you were weaning yourself off that one.”

“I am. This is business. He’s a detective. I’m doing a story about missing and unidentified people in New York. What better person to talk to?”

“Okay.”

“No, seriously. That’s the only reason I’m calling him.”

“I believe you. And even if you were calling him for other reasons, who am I to judge? That’s not my thing. Besides that motha fucka is fine!”

“Summer, you ain’t got no sense. I’ll call you later. I’ve got work to do; finally!”

Before calling either Diana or Aidan, Belinda decided to work up the main idea for her article, so that when she did get in touch with Aidan, she could cut to the chase and ask the right questions right off the bat. She sat in Starbucks, trying to focus. But, instead of the initial excitement she felt at getting the assignment, she found her thoughts were just as lost as she had been lately. She was once again distracted, edgy; and worst of all, she found she still couldn’t write. If she couldn’t write, she couldn’t pay her bills, and if she couldn’t pay her bills, she was decidedly screwed. Worse than that, she didn’t even have an excuse like the bad economy to fall back on. She had a primo story, yet she was still at odds. So, Belinda realized she had better get her act together and either figure out what the hell was going on with her state of upheaval or put it on a shelf somewhere until after she had written the article she promised.

For years, she had been successfully working as a freelance journalist, writing articles for both magazines and newspapers and had gotten to a place where she was able to make a substantial living at it. But lately, she had become disenchanted with her work. Even before the decline in the economy, her articles seemed somehow stale to her and she needed to write something she could feel proud of. That’s what made this opportunity all the more of a godsend. Slowly, ideas began to come to her. She made a note to research the statistics for missing African-Americans and other minorities. She was sure she had read somewhere that people of color made up a larger portion of missing victims than the media represents. She could be the person to bring things to light. There were so many possible angles to the story, she couldn’t help but get excited about it all over again. She also realized that this was something she had to write about.

Belinda decided she would call Aidan first and get started on her research before calling Diana. Her ideas were gaining momentum and she wanted to hold on to that while everything was fresh in her mind.

“May I speak to Detective Aidan Roberts, please?”

“Just a moment. May I say who’s calling?”

“Belinda Wilson.”

“Hey! You finally decided to return my calls, huh?”

“I’ve just been really busy,” she lied.

Aidan realized Belinda was conflicted. The fact that he had a wife and kids didn’t sit well with her. She never went into detail but, over time, their encounters had gotten less and less and eventually, she had stopped returning his calls.

“I was wondering if you were free for lunch?” she asked.

“For you, always.”

His attempts at flirtation were not unrecognized, however, Belinda decided from the moment she picked up the phone to call him that she would keep this purely professional and would not fall into any old patterns of play.

“I’m writing an article about missing and unidentified persons in New York…not just New York, but mostly New York; and I was hoping you could help me a bit.”

“No problem. Where are you now? I could come to you.”

“I’m on 75th and First. There’s a diner on 77th; Green Kitchen. You wanna meet me there?”

“I can be there in twenty minutes.”

She and Aiden had had an affair for almost a year. He was married and had a family, but she had grown up with him and had had a crush on him for as long as she could remember. One night, she was out at a club when she suddenly had the feeling that someone was staring at her. She turned to find Aidan looking directly at her. At first, she was put off by the blue contact lenses he was wearing, but eventually she got over it; especially since they seemed so natural. Belinda was in awe of his confidence. Even though the last time they had seen one another they had both been teens, she was impressed with how confident he appeared. Gone were all those years of awkwardness and insecurity. He was incredibly self-assured and she had to admit a certain curiosity about what had gotten him to this state of being. They talked and laughed all night and the inevitable happened. Breakfast after the club turned into a cup of coffee at her place and a night of the most incredible sex she had had in a really long time. That went on for about a year before her conscience and her emotions got the better of her. She never considered herself the sort of woman that would break up a family. Not only that, it was clear she was in a dead-end relationship.

Now, she sat in a diner waiting for him once again. This time she hoped she would keep her wits about her and stick to the matter at hand; writing a kick ass story, with Aidan’s help.

“Hey, baby. You look beautiful, as usual.”

He leaned in to kiss her and there was no mistaking how awkward the moment was.

“So, this sounds like some article you’re writing, and Newsweek no less. They’re big. I’m proud of you.”

And with those few words, Belinda’s cautious veneer melted away. The thought crossed her mind, that he really wasn’t a bad guy. He just wasn’t her guy and it would have to stay that way.

The rest of lunch progressed with ease and Belinda was happy she had called. She was surprised to find that he actually had more information to offer than had even occurred to her. Not only that, there was certain information that she was sure he was offering to provide that he probably was not supposed to make available to the public.

After leaving the restaurant, they stood lingering outside, well aware that another awkward moment had arrived.

“I’ll email you what I find when I get back to the station and I’ll keep it coming until you say when. Okay, baby?”

She hated her reaction to him whenever he called her baby. It was her last weakness with him. She could stop returning his calls, stop sleeping with him. But, those lips that had once given her such immeasurable pleasure mouthing the word “baby” were more than she could stand. Still, she understood that she would have to be strong. All it took was one good fuck and she’d be right back to where she started.

“Thanks, Aidan. I appreciate this very much.”

This time, when he leaned in to kiss her goodbye, she didn’t move away or turn her face. She was too distracted by an odd sense of deja vu. He suddenly reminded her of someone else. Even his scent seemed vaguely familiar; not his own scent but someone else’s. She just wasn’t sure who. He kissed her lightly on the forehead and whispered, I understand. It was touching and seemed heartfelt and the two went their separate ways.

Belinda dialed Diana’s office. Although it was regular office hours, the phone rang and rang. No receptionist answered; no service. It was odd. What if she were a patient? Next, she tried Diana’s cell with the same result. Diana was a doctor and was very committed to her practice and always busy, but it seemed as though she was always impossible to get a hold of.

Belinda called Summer back before heading home.

“Yo, girl, what’s up?”

“I really need to get out tonight. I saw Aidan and I swear, I wanted to fuck him right on the sidewalk outside of Green Kitchen. Not only that, I’m scared to death that if I don’t ace this story, my career is going to be in the toilet. I haven’t had a real date in God only knows how long and quite frankly, I need a drink; actually, I need several drinks.”

“Damn, girl, you’re only thirty-eight. Are you going through a midlife crisis already? Your career is fine. You got that bad ass condo on the Upper East and as far as a date, you date as much as you want to. I read something once that said each of us is in exactly the kind of relationship we want to be in. That includes you.”

“Look who’s sounding like the voice of reason.”

“What? Like I don’t offer up some pearls of wisdom every now and then. Don’t let the spandex fool you. I know some shit.”

“Summer, stop making me laugh; this is serious.”

“That’s the problem with you, Belinda. You take life too seriously. You’re right. You need to get out and have some damn fun. Redemption it is.”

“I’ve been trying to call Diana but I get no answer. I even tried calling her office. There’s no answer there either.”

“Now why you gonna go and ruin our good time? The whole point is for you to unwind. How you gonna unwind with Miss Uptight there?”

“Come on, Summer. Diana’s not that bad.”

“So you say. Not only is she that bad; I personally think she’s running game. That girl got some brontosaurus skeletons in her damn closet.”

“You’re so crazy. Why is everything a conspiracy theory with you?”

“’Cause that’s what life is baby; a series of conspiracies. The difference between you and me is I’ve embraced that fact. You investigate it, and still haven’t embraced the reality. I don’t get that.”

“Maybe I want to remain my old naïve self. You ever think about that?”

“Even a little bitty baby isn’t completely naïve. Reality has a way of seeping in, whether we like it or not.”

“Point taken.”

“I’m still calling Diana.”

“Go ahead and call Her Highness.”

“Summer, are you gonna behave or what?”

“I always behave.”

“Yeah, right!”

“Alright, alright, I’ll cut her some slack. But if she tries that condescending shit she does with me, it’s on.”

“Thanks, Summer.”

Belinda tried Diana’s cell and office number once more, but there was still no answer. This time she left a message.

“Hey, sweet pea! Tonight is party night, so don’t even think about telling me that you can’t make it. Call me. We’re gonna hit Redemptions and wear something sexy!”

Rather than wait for Diana to call her back, she decided to make an impromptu visit to her office.



CHAPTER TWO

[image: images]

As he walked, it occurred to Dante that even someone like him, someone ageless, could lament the passing of time.

Through the years, he had been known by countless names. For now, he was Dante Rivers. He stood outside the medical building that he visited each and every week and once again began to regret coming. He was envious of those with ordinary lives. How clueless some people could be about how much life had to offer even less than extraordinary lives. Most people were so intent upon living longer, being the most beautiful, making more and more money, they forgot about what the essence of true life could provide.

Those, among other thoughts, are what kept bringing him back here. It was a foolish lie he told himself. But lately, the semblance of normalcy was what he needed more than anything. For him, life was nothing more than an endless flow of half-lives strung together that seemed to continue with no end. There were those that would have coveted his existence. He could do nothing more than pity it. Therefore, it had become more and more important to establish some form of consistency. Diana was that consistency. She was his tie to both of the worlds he lived in. Somehow, she seemed to have embraced life’s duality far better than he ever had. Her relationships were consistent. She worked as a respectable member of society. Diana walked a very fine line between two separate existences. Somehow, Dante never truly felt himself capable of doing the same. Diana had become his link with regularity. And despite his growing discontent with that link, he was fully aware that his choices were limited.

The incalculable number of women was so infinite he had lost track of names and faces long ago. Now, they were little more than sustenance; a means for him to continue. Lately, he had begun to consider the alternative. There was no joy, only survival. There was no beginning, no middle and no end. He found humor in those who took their lives because of their inability to handle some momentary pain or another. He had existed for years on nothing more than the will to survive.

Standing outside Diana’s office, more than anything, he wanted to forego the tedium of fucking someone who neither sustained his energy nor provided him with any real devotion. Yet, what else did he have? He had grown bored with engaging in the tedious chore of luring women from clubs and restaurants simply to endure. He wanted—no, he needed more. Not only that, he was beginning to realize how much easier it was when he was younger. He was stronger then and could often snare a willing offering within minutes, with little more than an inviting glance. Though his power and strength were nothing short of herculean, he had become weaker and his will faltered with each passing day.

Dante sniffed the air, smell her in heat and waiting for him to offer her some temporary respite; her scent wafting past the doors and greeting him outside.

“Oh, what the fuck! Why should this week be different than any other?” he uttered to himself.

He decided it was best that he do exactly what he came there to do. Besides, Diana was a valuable comrade and he was sure she could be just as formidable an enemy if toyed with.

He was a striking presence; especially amongst the waiting room comprised primarily of women. But, it was more than his chiseled features and his stately air. He was simultaneously frightening and stimulating; tall and dark, with eyes that glimmered like stones floating atop water. Even the pregnant women in the office couldn’t avoid being captivated.

“Mr. Rivers, the doctor will see you now.”

As he passed by the receptionist’s desk on his way to Diana’s office, the scent of him was positively intoxicating; sweet and enticing but also mildly oppressive, like being confined in a seductive trap, of which there was no hope of escape.

Yet, she couldn’t have resisted speaking to him again if she tried.

“You know where the office is; don’t you, Mr. Rivers?”

She hoped the long, seductive glance she offered him was enough to convey her intentions.

“Yes, I do. Thank you.”

Dante didn’t miss her mild flirtation, but decided long ago to steer clear of Diana’s employees and patients.

He entered her office, then closed and locked the door.

“Hello, Dante.”

“Hello. I see you have yet another new receptionist.”

“You can thank René for that. I can’t keep any staff, thanks to him. Thank goodness he knows enough to stay away from my patients; otherwise I’d have no practice to speak of.”

“Can you see now why I’ve limited my contact with him? He’s a threat in more ways than one.”

They had engaged in this very same discussion more times than she’d cared to. For now, all she wanted was to wrap herself around his astounding member. For a moment, she lamented the fact that neither could sustain the other, and instead would eventually need to secure the services of another in order to maintain what they both needed.

“Is that what you came here to discuss; René again?”

“No, it’s not.”

His eyes burned through her, mentally devouring her, as he stepped closer to her desk, circled it and took her in his arms. His cock lay like granite against her thigh. His tongue entered her mouth with fierce determination as he released her hair from its tight bun. Her dark, unruly hair fell and cascaded past her shoulders as an audible gasp escaped from her lips. Ripping her panties from her, he unzipped his pants and entered her without ceremony. She had become accustomed to the cold steel of his cock reverberating inside of her. It felt so damn good. There were things they could do with one another that no other could withstand. As Dante drove himself further and deeper inside of her, increasing his speed and varying direction, she met each rapid thrust with equal momentum. His animalistic groans hypnotized the patients in the waiting room and, although his brief rendezvous within the confines of her private office would sustain neither of them, he took comfort in knowing that these weekly trysts were the one consistency he knew.

Their frightening series of physical transformations at a peak, her moans reached a melodic crescendo as she cried out, “Come with me, Dante! Come with me, now!”

Their union was one borne of dark and infinite secrets. Each sought comfort from the loneliness they sought to deny. When they were not seeking to sustain life, they were battling their true nature—an existence that didn’t allow for companionship.

Under normal circumstances, patients anxiously waiting to see any other doctor would not only be agitated but would be complaining profusely. Instead, by the time Dante exited the office, the patients all seemed lulled into some form of harmonious restraint, while Diana’s receptionist sat daydreaming and twirling a lock of her hair.

There was something about sex with Diana that drained him. He quickly scanned the waiting area with his eyes, acutely aware of his unbelievable hunger for more.

The door to the waiting area swung open and ushered in with it the most breathtaking beauty. She was everything he never realized that he wanted, and he had yet to hear her utter even her name.

She was positively unearthly. Before the door could swing back into position, someone followed close on her heels. Dante recognized René’s distinctive scent immediately and by the time he was close enough to see him, it was readily apparent that René could barely contain his glee.

Dante quickly cautioned him with his eyes, although he was unsure why he had, to which René simply smiled.

The subject of their interest headed straight for the receptionist’s desk. Dante was hard-pressed to understand why this beautiful young woman was not affected by his presence. There was seldom a female that was not.

Dante joined René and establishing a tight grip on his arm, led him to the door.

“What the fuck was that about?”

“It’s broad open daylight and Diana has lost enough receptionists for the time being. Don’t you think?”

“I’m tired of receptionists. I’m thinking of moving on to patients. Did you see that one I came in with? I bet she’s so good.”

“So, where are we going tonight?”

“We’re not going anywhere. I’m checking out Indigo tonight; alone.”

“Oh come on, Dante; I hate to hunt alone.”

“You see, that’s exactly why I prefer to go it solo. Hunt? Why do you insist on such archaic interpretation? You’re only drawing attention to yourself, and to me, by using such words. I’ve been around a whole lot longer than you have, René, and believe me, the stance you persist in taking can mean nothing but trouble for all of us. But, I can only give you advice; it’s up to you whether to heed it or not. So, why don’t we agree to disagree, and you go your way and I’ll go mine?”

“Aw shit, man; you’re too fucking uptight. We own this town. We’re untouchable. We ain’t got a damn thing to worry about, except where to get the most spirited pussy.”

“No one is untouchable René; not even us.”

“Whatever. I didn’t want to go to that tired-ass Indigo anyway.”

Dante chuckled to himself. René was going to show up at Indigo, whether he wanted him to or not; that’s why he was going to Redemption instead.

René took too many chances and quite frankly, Dante could not care less what he did, but his actions could affect them all. And, that was exactly what he didn’t want.

Belinda watched as Dante and René left Diana’s office and she wondered why they were there. After all, it was a gynecologist’s office and neither of them had left with a woman. She wondered if they were friends of Diana.

“Hi, uh, Rachel…right? Is Diana in? My name is Belinda; Belinda Wilson.”

Belinda wondered if Diana’s disposition was the reason she changed receptionists so frequently. She loved her, but she could see how Diana’s haughty air could get on someone else’s nerves. In fact, that was one of the things she was going to mention to Diana today. She was looking forward to hangin’ with her girls and having a good time and hoped that Summer and Diana wouldn’t get to bickering like they always did when the three of them got together.

“She’s just getting out of a meeting. Let me see if she’s free.” The receptionist activated the intercom. “Doctor, Belinda Wilson is here to see you.”

Diana replied, “Send her right in.”

Belinda could smell the scent of sex in the air, but declined to mention it or even joke with Diana about it. Although they were very good friends, Belinda learned early on in their relationship that Diana was an extremely private person and she kept her sex life more private than anything else. It occurred to her that one of the men that she saw leaving might have been visiting Diana, or maybe both? It did appear that they were together. That would make Diana every bit the freak that Summer often accused her of being.

“Did you get my message? I’ve been calling you all day. I was starting to get worried about you.”

“I’m fine, worry wart. I can’t seem to keep a receptionist and quite frankly, I don’t think this latest one is going to last much past the week. She’s terrible.”

“Oh no, don’t tell me another one is gonna bite the dust.”

“I think so. I got your message, but I don’t know if I can tonight. I’m exhausted. I was just going to go home and get to bed early tonight.”

“Come on. We never go out anymore. Please?”

“Okay, okay. I’ll go. Stop begging.”

“You’ll wear something sexy?” Belinda reminded her.

“Yes, I’ll wear something sexy. Although if I were a more sensitive person, my feelings might be hurt by how many times you remind me of that very same thing.”

“It’s just that…you tend to hide your light under a bushel, so to speak. You’re so beautiful; you should flaunt that fact.”

“Is Summer going?”

“Yes.”

“Did you remind her to bring a bushel? Quite frankly, if you think I hide mine under a bushel, I should give her a bushel; she hides nothing.

Both Belinda and Diana laughed in unison.

“You’ve got that right,” Belinda agreed.



CHAPTER THREE

[image: images]

Belinda was surprised when the doorman announced that both Summer and Diana were on their way up. She was sure they hadn’t come together. As hard as she had tried to get Summer and Diana to get along better, it seemed as though it would never be. Instead, they had found some sort of happy medium in which they could be around each other for Belinda’s sake, but that was about it.

“Oh, oh, oh, oh, oh! Party over here; party right there.”

Belinda could hear Summer’s loud ass all the way inside her apartment. Summer and Diana were getting off the elevator and walking toward her door. Along with Summer’s loud voice, she could hear the clicking of her five-inch stilettos tapping against the Formica floors. Belinda made a mental note that one of these days she really had to sit Summer down and explain to her that she needed to tone down the girl from the hood act when she came to her apartment. Belinda wasn’t one to judge anyone, but the ultra-conservative members of her condo board were sure to have a problem with loudness at all hours of the day and night. Belinda knew she had to have the conversation sooner or later. She just wasn’t sure how to approach it diplomatically.

The doorbell rang. Belinda applied some red lipstick and took one last look in her full-length mirror. She was pleased–subtle, but sexy. She was wearing a black, form-fitting off-the-shoulder dress, black high-heeled sandals and her toenails were painted a vibrant red, the identical color of her lipstick. It was the beginning of Fall and although it was still warm during the day, the nights were often cool, so Belinda threw a red fringed shawl over her shoulders to complete the look, grabbed her black pearl-studded evening bag and keys and headed for the door.

As soon as she opened the door, Diana and Summer rushed in.

“Hey! I thought ya’ll were gonna get here earlier than this.”

“Sorry, B, I couldn’t get out of work.”

“And my sitter was late.”

“Ooh, I love that shawl! I’ve got to get one of those.”

“Thanks! I got it from Bloomies. It was the last one. I waited and waited until the price came down and by the time the price was where I wanted it, this was the only one they had left. I’m not into red. I really wanted a black one, but they said they probably won’t be getting any more in.”

“Oh well, my loss.”

“I tried calling you after I left your office, but I got no answer at work or on your cell. Why doesn’t your receptionist answer the phone? You don’t have to be a rocket scientist to pick up the phone. Did she come from an agency? If so, I would say go with a new agency. I can even give you the names of a few.”

“She’s new and she’s a bit overwhelmed. I get the impression this may be her very first job.”

“See, I told you that you should’ve hired me for that job. At least I’ve worked as a receptionist before,” Summer mentioned.

“I know, I know; as a receptionist, a hairstylist, a secretary, a writer, and the list goes on and on and on.”

“No, you didn’t. I know you’re not judging me.”

Belinda shot an eye at Summer, by way of her earlier conversation asking that she try to get along with Diana.

“So, how are you?” Diana asked.

“I can’t complain; although, I’m a little stressed about—”

Before Belinda could finish her sentence, Summer loudly interrupted. “Girl, go on and have a seat. I gotta pee.”

“Why don’t you say it a little louder? My neighbors on the 10th floor didn’t hear you.”

“Oh be quiet, bourgeois. Don’t these white folks pee?”

“Yes, Summer. They use the restroom. But they’re not quite so vocal or specific about what they’re doing in the bathroom,” Belinda answered.

Diana stood there quietly, watching. As she listened to Summer and Belinda’s banter, she marveled at the way the two of them interacted. Belinda and Summer couldn’t be more different. In the four years since Diana had met Summer, she had held down no fewer than eight jobs. Belinda, on the other hand, was a very talented freelance journalist, with great aspirations. Summer’s present job was a sort of “floating” bartender at various clubs. Basically, she worked with a club promoter and tended bar whenever and wherever he held his parties. Most of the parties were held in clubs in the midtown area. Much like most of the work Summer did, she had basically fallen into it; this time through her association with some friends of her ex-husband, Kaleel. Her ex’s current residence was Riker’s Island. He had killed a man and was presently serving 15 to 25 years in prison, thanks, in no small order, to his former profession as a drug dealer.

Diana couldn’t relate to Summer very well. Summer was a smart girl. She knew all there was to know about politics, was highly skilled at math and was quite a talented writer. Diana and Belinda had gone to several clubs to see Summer perform her written works. But, Summer was rough as hell around the edges. She talked loud, dressed louder and associated with people most would never give the time of day. Diana was surprised to find that Belinda and Summer were such good friends. They were like night and day.

As Belinda explained it, she and Summer had grown up in El Barrio. They had both attended catholic school in their neighborhood and had attended the same vocational high school downtown. After high school was when their lives took different turns. Belinda attended New York University right after graduating from high school, while Summer got pregnant by Kaleel, got on public assistance, lived with her mom until she and Kaleel got married, then moved out of her mom’s place and lived (rather well) off of her husband’s earnings as a drug dealer.

The best thing that ever happened to Summer was when Kaleel got arrested. She finally realized she had to do something different with her life. She went out and got a job as a secretary at an insurance company, got a divorce from her husband, who was not only a murderer, but was also cheating on her while they were married. She found this out when a woman showed up at her door one day with a three-year-old in tow, aptly, if not offensively, named Kaleel, Jr. Summer’s own daughter, Keyanna was only four years old at the time.

Belinda had even hired Summer for a brief period to work as her assistant when she was working at Redbook magazine, after Summer had lost one of her many jobs. Unfortunately, Summer thought working for Belinda meant she didn’t have to actually work. She either came in late or didn’t come in at all. When she did come in, she was loud, disrespectful and couldn’t take an accurate telephone message to save her life. Not only that, Summer definitely did not fit the Redbook aesthetic. Eventually, Belinda realized to salvage their friendship she had to let Summer go. She was even able to get Summer a rather hefty severance package. Summer was pleased. It meant she could take off for a while. She hated any form of work.

While Summer was in the bathroom, Diana asked Belinda, “Weren’t you about to mention something about stress?”

“Never mind, it was nothing important,” Belinda answered.

“Yes, it was. It was important before Summer steamrolled the conversation. What is it?”

“I’ll tell you about it later. Okay?”

“Okay, but don’t forget. Otherwise I’ll have to bug you all night until you fess up about what’s on your mind.”
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