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Dear Reader:


What can I say about Allison Hobbs other than she is phenomenal? There are very few writers that I can say that I actually admire. She is a powerhouse of a writer and she keeps churning out one masterpiece after another; year after year.


With This Ring continues to entice my literary palate with the theme of women seeking that diamond ring to be validated by marriage. Now the three characters Allison introduced us to in Put a Ring on It—Vangie, Harlow and Nivea—return in the follow-up with one who has finally made it to the altar. The other two continue to strive to make it down the actual aisle, but it is the least of their problems as they have to contend with baby daddy drama. With This Ring contains all of the signature elements of an Allison Hobbs novel: scandal, lust, surprises and shockers.


Allison’s a prolific author whose latest title, No Boundaries, features a young law school student who stumbles into an alternative lifestyle. With her Eternal Dead Series, she explored the supernatural genre writing under the name Joelle Sterling. With twenty-one titles under her roster, she has surely created a thriving writing career.


    As always, thank you for supporting myself and the Strebor Books family. We strive to bring you cutting edge-literature that cannot be found anyplace else. You can find out about our other authors on www.zanestore.com and you can find me on Facebook @AuthorZane and on Twitter @planetzane. Or you can email me at zane@eroticanoir.com.


Blessings,
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Publisher


Strebor Books


www.simonandschuster.com
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For my fellow author and friend, Daaimah S. Poole
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NIVEA


NO! Nivea groaned as she scanned the paper. She felt the blood leaving her face and the room began to spin. She anchored herself against her baby’s crib as she read the DNA paternity test results for the second time: Based on DNA analysis, the alleged father, Knox Bowers, can be excluded as the biological father of Mackenzie Westcott. They do not share the same genetic markers.


Despite the scandal and the dissention that she’d caused within her family when it was discovered that she’d had an affair with her sister’s husband, Nivea had desperately wanted Knox to be the father of her baby. It wasn’t that she had genuine feelings for him; she didn’t. The thought of him having to pay her child support for the next eighteen years had given her malicious pleasure.


But now those dreams were destroyed. She glanced at her sleeping daughter and shook her head. She should have known that Mackenzie was too pale to have been fathered by a black man. Knox was light-skinned and all, but still…the baby should have had a little more color if it were his.


Livid about the test results, she balled up the paper and flung it in a waste bin that was decorated with images of Tinker Bell.


No doubt, Knox had received the news, too. He and her sister, Courtney, were probably gloating. Luckily, Nivea wasn’t speaking to anyone in her family, except her father, and it was a relief that she wouldn’t have to bear witness to their smug faces.


What should she do, now? She didn’t know how to get in touch with those two bartenders she’d had a threesome with on New Year’s Eve. She barely recalled what they looked like and didn’t even know their names. And what could their broke asses do for her, anyway? Absolutely nothing! Nivea pondered her dilemma. Someone needed to be held accountable. Why should she alone bear the financial burden of raising a child?


She thought about the list of men who could potentially be her daughter’s father and decided to go after Dr. Bertram Sandburg. He had a thriving practice, was on the staff of several hospitals, and probably had other streams of income. The man made a shitload of money, and his support payments would far exceed the measly pittance she would have gotten out of Knox, who was still in school and only working part time. She had wanted to hurt Knox and Courtney so badly, she hadn’t thought about the bigger picture.


Four-month-old Mackenzie began to fret and Nivea lifted her from the crib. The nursery was decorated in shades of pink, cream, and lilac. Nivea had put a lot of effort into making the room beautiful and cheerful, yet it was rare for Mackenzie to sleep in her own room. She preferred sleeping with her mother.


A wave of overwhelming love and protectiveness surged through her as she kissed her child. “Are you hungry, Kenzie-Ken?” she cooed, patting her daughter’s back.


She sat in a cream-colored rocking chair with plump, lilac cushions. She lifted her top and began to nurse her daughter. She hadn’t planned on breastfeeding, but moments after giving birth, she’d bonded with her daughter in a way she would have never thought possible. At that moment, she decided that synthetic baby formula wasn’t good enough for her precious bundle of joy.


With the baby nestled in her arms and feeding, Nivea rocked back and forth, her thoughts running a mile a minute. She made a good salary—more than enough to provide a decent life for her and Mackenzie. But her daughter deserved better than a decent life. She deserved a fabulous life—a life that included a big house with lush grounds, the best private schools, music lessons, dance lessons, horse riding lessons and her very own pony. Mackenzie would be a refined world traveler, envied for her discerning taste and sophistication. And of course, she’d be the best-dressed little girl among her playmates.


And someone with Dr. Sandburg’s means could provide the extravagant lifestyle that Nivea believed her daughter was entitled to.


She’d taken an extended maternity leave, but was scheduled to return to work in less than thirty days. There wasn’t a chance in hell she was going to put her beloved baby in a germ-infested child care center that was run by incompetent high school dropouts. She needed a full-time nanny to come to her home and take care of Mackenzie, and she would watch the woman like a hawk on the nanny cams that would be installed in every room. Nivea frowned as she imagined the huge expense of having to pay a nanny.


She needed a big payday…and soon!


Dr. Sandburg would want to avoid the scandal of a paternity suit, wouldn’t he? Maybe she could convince him to forego the paternity test and persuade him to give her a hefty, lump sum in lieu of a lifetime of monthly payments. It was a pretty good deal, Nivea thought.


Surely, he wouldn’t want his wife and colleagues to know that he’d fathered a biracial child outside his marriage. From what she recalled, the doctor was a softie and would buckle under the pressure. How much should she demand from him? A million? No, that wasn’t nearly enough. She’d blow through that before Mackenzie was old enough to even enjoy her privileged life.


Perhaps she could figure out a way to get him to agree to an outrageous monthly support payment for the next eighteen years. It was worth a try. And if the doctor wanted to play hardball, she’d take him to court. After all, there was a slim chance that he was actually the father. And if he was, she’d get a high-powered attorney who would show him no mercy and bleed him dry.


Feeling better, a smile formed on Nivea’s lips. She hadn’t succeeded in marrying a doctor, but she’d done even better by having unprotected sex with one. She planned on getting all the benefits of being married without being tied down to a boring, old physician.
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The next day, swathed in Dolce & Gabbana with Mackenzie making a fashion statement in a Little Marc Jacobs heart-print dress, Nivea paid Dr. Sandburg a visit.


“Good to see you, Nivea,” the doctor said although his sour expression contradicted his statement.


“Good to see you, too, Bertram,” Nivea said, pointedly using the doctor’s first name as she took a seat in his private office. Her skirt rose up and she adjusted it. The ten extra pounds of stubborn baby weight had accumulated around her hips, tightening her wardrobe, but Nivea refused to move up to the next size. She’d get back to the gym eventually, but in the meantime, she’d have to start wearing Spanx or some kind of shapewear.


“Have you returned to work? Your replacement…a fine young man, told me you were on maternity leave.” He sat behind his desk, hands folded calmly, while his eyes shifted warily to the baby in Nivea’s arms.


“Not yet. Listen, Doc, I didn’t come here to discuss work. I came to introduce you to your daughter.”


“Are you insane?” Dr. Sandburg bolted from his chair and stood up, pointing to the door. “I advise you to leave my office right now, young lady.”


“I’ll leave, but don’t you want to meet your daughter first? I think you should. Otherwise, it may get ugly, and I don’t think you want a mandatory paternity test, do you?”


“Think long and hard before you try to ensnarl me in a paternity suit.”


Startled by the boom of his angry voice, the baby wriggled and began to fuss. “Aw, what’s the matter with my little Boo-Boo? Don’t cry, sweetie. Daddy’s a little upset right now, but he’ll calm down.”


“Do not refer to me as Daddy,” Dr. Sandburg bellowed. His voice seemed to shake the walls and his face was bright red with indignation. “We were intimate only once, and I’m not going to allow you to pin your illegitimate daughter on me.”


Nivea rose abruptly. “I thought we could talk like civilized people, but since we can’t, I’ll have my attorney contact you regarding the DNA test. She’s a real barracuda, and of course, she’ll hold a press conference to alert the public that she’s representing a young woman—a hardworking pharmaceutical sales rep who was lured into a sexual relationship by a prominent physician who coerced her into an illicit affair. A doctor who forced her to whore herself before he agreed to conduct business.”


“That’s an outrageous lie. I never forced you to do anything.”


Nivea narrowed her eyes. “The public loves a juicy scandal. My lawyer will also mention that you’re addicted to painkillers. The medical review board should find that interesting. Who knows, before this is over, you might lose your license to practice medicine.”


“This is blackmail.”


“It’s not. I’m a mother fighting for her child’s rights. But since you want to play hardball, I’ll contact my attorney. She can probably get a statement together in time for the five o’clock news.”


Dr. Sandburg dragged his fingers across a ruddy cheek. “Tonight’s news?”


Nivea nodded. “My attorney is a real alpha-female type. She’s particularly aggressive when it comes to men who try to shirk their parental responsibilities.”


“There’s no need to involve lawyers,” he said, beginning to backpedal. “Sit down, Nivea. Let’s keep this between the two of us.”


“No, I’m not sitting down. I want you to look at your daughter. She’s your spitting image,” Nivea said, approaching Dr. Sandburg and holding up Mackenzie for him to get a better view of her face. It was such a lie. Her gorgeous child looked nothing like the wrinkly, pot-bellied, gray-haired doctor, and he should have been honored to be associated with her little diva!


“I don’t see any resemblance,” he said, recoiling and barely looking at the child. “How much will it take to make you go away? I can’t let my wife find out about this; she’ll die from humiliation.”


Nivea inhaled excitedly. This was going exactly as she’d planned. “Your wife doesn’t have to know about this if you agree to my terms and conditions. Now, I was going to ask for a one-time, large sum, but I have to think long-term when it comes to our daughter’s future.


Dr. Sandburg made an inpatient sound. “How much?”


“A million up front and twenty thousand a month until she’s eighteen.”


He choked. “You’re out of your mind! I don’t have that kind of cash on hand. My money’s tied up. Give me a more reasonable figure.” He waved his hand. “Never mind, I’ll tell you what I’m willing to pay. After I pay you, I want you and your baby to go far, far away.”


“Let me hear the figure you have in mind?”


“I’ll give you two hundred and fifty thousand in cash. Take it or leave it; it’s my final offer.”


“Two hundred and fifty?” she echoed derisively. “That’s appalling. You can do better than that.” Nivea paced with the baby and patted her back as if to comfort Mackenzie from having heard how little the doctor thought she was worth. “I bet you spent a hell of a lot more money raising your other children.”


“As a matter of fact, I didn’t.” He looked at Nivea through hard, challenging eyes.


Something about the way he was looking at her gave Nivea a twinge of alarm, and she began to squirm under his sickeningly, confident gaze. She wondered if he had figured a way to outmaneuver her.


“I don’t have any children. Long ago, I had a bout with measles. You understand what I’m implying, don’t you?” His mouth curved into a triumphant smile.


Oh, shit. The bastard was implying that he’s been shooting blanks. Now what? Think, Nivea…think!


“You may have had measles, but that doesn’t change the fact that you fathered my child,” she said in a voice that lacked conviction. She cleared her throat. “My, uh, attorney is going to insist on a DNA test to…um…you know, prove it.” Jesus, why was she stammering? This was not the time to sound uncertain. Guiltily, she glanced away from Dr. Sandburg. She’d doubted that he was the father and now she knew for certain. They both knew it. But Nivea was banking on the fact that he wouldn’t want to be publicly accused of being an adulterer, a drug addict, and a whoremonger. The threat of exposing him was the only weapon in her arsenal.


“I’ll give you a hundred thousand,” Dr. Sandburg said suddenly, his lips pressed together in a tight line of defiance.


Nivea gazed at him, uncomprehending. “Huh? What happened to the two-fifty you offered?”


“That offer is off the table. Take the money or we can battle it out in court,” he said with his double-chin jutted out in determination. “I’ll risk the damage to my reputation before I give in to extortion tactics.”


Nivea opened her mouth to object to the word, “extortion,” but then sighed in resignation.


“You’re going to have to sign some papers. I want you to sign a gag order, for starters. If my wife ever caught wind of your accusations, my marriage would be over!”


Cradling Mackenzie, she lifted the fingers of her right hand and examined her French manicure as she digested Dr. Sandburg’s words. He was terrified of his wife finding out, which gave Nivea even more leverage. She would need more money than he’d offered to keep quiet. Her beauty requirements alone cost a fortune, and now that she’d be caring for two high-maintenance females—her and her daughter—how could she possible stretch a hundred thousand measly dollars?


Nivea had a background in real estate, so perhaps she could flip the money by buying and selling some slum property. Ugh. The thought of being bothered with that made her nauseous. Her father was good with investments; he could help her double or maybe triple her money. But investing took time and she had urgent needs and immediate expenses. Goddamn this old, gray-haired, sterile asshole!


Begrudgingly, she extended her hand. “I’ll take your offer.”


“Good,” he said, giving her a flimsy handshake and then collapsing into his chair in exhaustion.


“When will you cut me a check?” she asked anxiously.


“I don’t want to leave a paper trail; I’ll pay in cash.” He slid a prescription pad toward her. “Jot down your address and phone number. My lawyer will be in touch with you after he’s prepared the paperwork. I’ll pay after you’ve signed.”


Cradling Mackenzie, she scrawled her personal information on the prescription pad, flung the strap of her designer diaper bag over her shoulder, and left the office.
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VANGIE


In the shoe department of Saks Fifth Avenue, Vangie tried on a pair of Giuseppe Zanotti platform sandals and modeled them for Alphonso. “They look good on you, ma, you like ’em?” he asked.


She admired the shoes in the mirror on the floor, and then smiled at Alphonso. “Love them, but I can’t decide on these or those gem-studded black sneakers.”


“Get both of ’em.”


“Are you serious?” She glanced from the metallic and suede sandals to the soft leather sneakers.


“I’m dead serious.” Alphonso had been upgraded from bodyguard to partner in an international car dealership with Vangie’s best friend, Harlow’s husband, Drake, and Alphonso spent money like water.


“Thank you, Alphonso,” Vangie gushed while inwardly groaning at the impracticality of spending a total of $1,700 on two pairs of shoes. That kind of money could pay for monthly tuition at a private school for her six-year-old son, Yuri. And if she saved up all the cash Alphonso spent on designer clothes and fine dining, she’d have a hefty down payment on a home in the suburbs.


But it wasn’t her place to tell Alphonso how to spend his money. At least not now. But if she ever convinced him to take a walk down the aisle, she wouldn’t hesitate to voice her opinions on how he spent money. In the meantime, she kept her sentiments to herself.


Leaving the shoe department, they approached the Louis Vuitton boutique. Vangie dramatically closed her eyes and turned her head in the opposite direction.


“Stop playing; you know you want to check out the bags,” Alphonso said, indulging her handbag obsession.


“I only want to look.” But a quick glance at the glass-encased Speedy Cube bag from the Louis Vuitton Spring Collection had Vangie hyperventilating.


“Can I see it?” she asked the associate.


“Certainly. It’s a lovely bag with intricate details. The tiny sequins replicate the historic Damier pattern. They’re painstakingly embroidered on a mesh base,” the associate explained as she unlocked the case. She handed the bag to Vangie, who nearly swooned as she caressed the handle. Thanks to Alphonso’s generosity, Vangie had an enviable collection of designer handbags, but her Louis Vuitton bags were her favorites.


“I have to have this,” she told Alphonso in a desperate voice. “We can return the sneakers, okay?” Perspiration was beading on her forehead. She realized her eyes were probably glassy and looking crazed. Like an addict needing a fix, she was ready to bargain, beg, or swindle. Times like this, all her thoughts about wasteful spending went out the window. Every fiber of her being screamed to own the luxurious bag. She didn’t care how much it cost; Alphonso had to buy it for her.


“You can get it, ma. And you don’t have to return the shoes.”


“Thank you. Thank you. You’re so sweet, Alphonso.” She had to restrain herself from covering Alphonso’s face with kisses and dancing joyfully around the store.


Laden with shopping bags, Alphonso and Vangie breezed out of the store and headed for the underground parking garage. Alphonso hit the remote and the headlights of a red Jaguar came on. Cars were his business and he always drove a different luxury car whenever he came to town. She was so excited about her new handbag, she had momentarily forgotten what car they’d arrived in.


“That F-Type Jag is smoking hot,” Alphonso said, eyeing the car like he was looking at a beautiful woman.


“Yeah, it’s really sexy,” she agreed, but was actually picturing the unboxing of her sexy, new handbag.
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Inside the hotel bathroom, Vangie called her mother. “Can you keep Yuri overnight?” she whispered into the phone.


Barbara Boyd made a disgruntled sound. “I’m not your built-in babysitter. I have a life, too, you know. I’ve had your son all day and I could use a break.”


“I know, I’m sorry, but something came up.”


“I don’t care. Mr. Harold and I like to walk around our home naked when we want to…”


Vangie wrinkled her nose at the thought of her mother and old Mr. Harold walking around naked.


“I have a hot love life of my own, and you can’t call me at the spur of the moment and ask me to keep your child overnight. Every time that boyfriend of yours comes to town, you start your mess,” Barbara continued.


“What mess?”


“Being unpredictable and unreliable. You should have warned me that I might get stuck with your little crumb snatcher past his bedtime.”


“Please, Mom. I’ll make it up to you.”


“You’d better! And in the future, you’re going to have to check and see if I have any plans before you dump Yuri on me for an overnight visit.” Barbara made more utterances of discontent, and then asked, “Do you plan on taking your son to school in the morning or do you expect me to do that, too?”


“I’ll drive him to school. I’ll be there at seven-thirty sharp.”


“Yeah, all right.” From her skeptical tone, Barbara didn’t sound convinced. “Oh, yeah. You’re gonna have to stop by the store in the morning and pick up something for his lunch. That boy has eaten me out of house and home with his greedy-behind self.” Barbara gave a little chuckle, and Vangie realized she had finished with her tirade. She wondered why her mother bothered to fuss so much when she knew good and well she enjoyed spending time with her grandson. She simply loved to complain and give Vangie a hard time about babysitting.


“Guess what that son of yours did?” Barbara said with a chuckle. “I’m telling you, Yuri’s too smart for his own good—smart as a whip. He showed me and Mr. Harold how to hack into your Netflix account—”


“He didn’t hack into my account, Mom. He just put in the password,” Vangie corrected.


“Whatever. Mr. Harold is in seventh heaven, watching one movie after another. And Yuri showed us how to stream it from the computer and into the TV.”


“That’s not rocket science, you know.”


“Oh, hush up. It’s rocket science to Mr. Harold and me! We don’t need to pay for all those high-behind premium channels now that we have access to your Netflix.”


“Glad you’re enjoying it. Look, I have to go, Mom. Give Yuri a kiss for me.” After ending the call with her mother, Vangie rubbed lotion over her body and then doused herself with perfume. She reached for the flimsy lingerie that was hanging on the back of the bathroom door, and sighed as she slipped on a full-length black negligee. Why do I bother? Alphonso only wanted to feel her naked skin next to his; he didn’t care about soft music, lingerie, or anything remotely romantic.


Biting down on her bottom lip, she opened the bathroom door and stepped inside the bedroom of his hotel suite. Naked on top of the covers, Alphonso was watching TV. He glanced at Vangie. “You might as well take that shit off,” he said in a guttural voice as he leered at her.


She undid the tie in the front of the gown, allowing it to slide off her shoulders. It was time to pay for the $4,000 shopping trip she’d enjoyed earlier that day.


Alphonso sat up and threw his legs over the side of the bed. He gripped his dick and stroked it. “Get it harder, ma,” he instructed, demonstrating none of the finesse he displayed outside the bedroom. He was an unimaginative and selfish lover, and Vangie couldn’t stand having sex with him. She put up with his crude ways, hoping in time their sex life would improve.


Knowing what Alphonso expected of her, she lowered herself down to her knees and took him inside her mouth. Thrusting and grunting, he cupped her face as he rammed his dick in and out, unconcerned that he was causing her to gag.


Thank goodness, the assault on her windpipe didn’t last very long. After half a dozen strokes, he pulled out and roughly yanked her from her knees. On the bed, he positioned her on all fours and then urgently pushed his dick inside her pussy. Clenching her hips, he slammed into her, hard and fast. Like he was trying to do internal damage. There was no warmth between them during sex. Alphonso fucked like he was at war—and Vangie’s pussy was the enemy that he was trying to destroy. Fucking Alphonso was a nightmare, but she steeled herself and bore the assault.


When the time was right, she’d coax him into taking his time and making love to her. Right now, she didn’t want to hurt his feelings by complaining about his lack of gentleness and his speedy ejaculation.


As usual, after approximately five or six hard thrusts, in quick succession, it was over. Sweating and groaning like an animal, Alphonso collapsed onto the bed and closed his eyes. Five minutes later, he was snoring.


Vangie went in the bathroom to take another shower. Sex with Alphonso made her feel dirty. Hopefully, he’d sleep through the night and not wake up wanting to attack her again. Washed clean, she returned to bed. There was no point in snuggling next to Alphonso, who lay on his designated side of the king-size bed. Vangie and Alphonso never spooned or cuddled. He never slept with an arm draped around her. He was indifferent toward her, like she was a hooker he’d hired for the night.


A few months ago, she had finally mustered the nerve to ask him about his views on marriage, and he didn’t bite his tongue. “Marriage is for suckers,” Alphonso had said with derisive laughter. “I’m a bachelor for life.”


“Oh,” she said, crestfallen.


“Do you think you’ll ever get married?” he asked, as if she was nothing more to him than a casual acquaintance.


“Yes, I’d like to, someday.”


He gave her a pitying smile.


“I want to ask you something?”


He raised his brows.


“How would you describe our relationship?”


He thought about it for a few moments. “We’re special friends.”


“Oh.”


She should have walked away from the relationship right then and there, but she hadn’t. She stubbornly believed that with patience and understanding, she could alter his views on marriage.


It was frustrating being his “special friend,” but after dealing with his bad sex for six long months, she believed she’d put in too much time to walk away now. He owed her, and one way or another, she was going to get Alphonso to put a ring on it, goddammit!


Remembering that happiness awaited her in another room, Vangie climbed out of bed and went into the living room area of the suite. She rushed toward the Louis Vuitton box and experienced something similar to an orgasm when she lifted the lid.




[image: flowers]


HARLOW


Harlow’s mouth tightened in frustration as she watched Drake organizing suits and shirts in his garment bag. “I wish you could postpone your trip.”


Drake gave her a look of surprise. “You’ve known for months that we were launching an office in London. It’s a big deal; I can’t cancel.”


“I know, but I think I may be ovulating in a few days. Can’t Alphonso handle it without you?” Harlow felt stupid not knowing exactly when she was ovulating, but with irregular menstrual cycles it was hard to determine.


Drake stopped packing and gave Harlow his full attention. “It’s important that I be there, too. Sweetheart, you’re stressing over nothing,” he said, sitting down. “Stop putting pressure on yourself. If you simply relax and let it happen, before you know it, you’re going to be pregnant with a big, healthy baby boy.”


“But we’ve been trying a long time, and I’m getting desperate.” She felt the hot sting of tears but swiped at her eyes before they could spill. Lately, she’d been so emotional.


Drake touched her chin, and gently stroked her cheek. “Everything is going to be fine. We’re both healthy and you’ll get pregnant when you stop worrying so much.” He brushed her forehead with his lips, and then kissed her on the mouth. “We’re going to be fine,” he said with certainty as he resumed packing. He paused and then nodded, as if struck suddenly by a bright idea.


“Why don’t you call Vangie and invite her to spend the weekend with you?”


“Good idea. Vangie loves shopping in New York,” Harlow said, injecting false enthusiasm in her voice, and giving her husband the impression that the problem had been resolved. But it hadn’t. Being unable to give Drake a child made her feel unfeminine, unattractive, and unworthy. She didn’t want to miss this opportunity to try and make a baby. How she longed to accompany him to London. Before they’d become husband and wife, she used to travel with him everywhere. But marriage had changed that.


Harlow’s knees shook with anxiety as Drake zipped his garment bag, closed the lid of his Pullman, and then shuffled through papers in his briefcase. Sensing her gaze, he looked up and gave her a considering look. “We’re good, right?”


No, we’re not. There was another issue she wanted to discuss, but she didn’t know how to bring up the subject without sounding like a nagging wife. Harlow gripped his arm reassuringly and produced a convincing smile. “We’re good.”


After a cursory glance at his watch, he gathered his briefcase and luggage. “My car is here.”


Harlow walked with Drake from the bedroom to the front door. “Have a safe flight, and call me as soon as you touch down.”


“I always do.” He gave her a quick kiss and was out the door.


Alone in their enormous apartment, Harlow slumped into an elegant chair and gazed out the window, which presented a stunning panoramic view of Central Park and New York’s glimmering skyline. She stared at the blue sky and fluffy clouds and waited for the sense of serenity that she usually derived from the magnificent view. But all she felt was a deep sense of sorrow and impending doom.


There was another side of Drake that he was keeping secret. Though it pained Harlow to think about Drake’s propensity toward violence, she couldn’t deny that he had a dark side. She’d witnessed it firsthand. The night of their wedding, while walking together to their limo, a lunatic woman from Harlow’s past, named Ronica, had been waiting in the shadows and suddenly lunged at Harlow, wielding a knife. From inside his suit jacket, Drake drew a gun, shooting and killing Ronica without hesitation.


Ever since he’d defended her from the blade of Ronica’s knife, Harlow had been waiting for Drake to fully explain why he’d been carrying a concealed weapon at their wedding! What kind of man would attend his own wedding, armed?


During the first few months, she’d broached the subject numerous times, but Drake always gave her vague and cryptic responses: I’m a wealthy man, and I have to either walk around surrounded by bodyguards or stay strapped.


She’d eventually given up on getting the truth out of Drake. Her suspicions that her husband was involved in something illegal and dangerous hadn’t stopped her from loving him and hadn’t quelled her yearning to bear his child.


She wanted a baby so desperately that her sex life with Drake had downgraded from passionate and steamy to mechanical. And Drake couldn’t be blamed for that. For Harlow, sex was no longer an act of love and intimacy; it was the necessary method to procreate. Hopefully, she’d regain a healthy sex drive after she conceived.


God, she wanted a child so badly, it hurt. And the pain was practically physical. An emptiness in the pit of her stomach, as if she’d gone days without food. There was this feeling—this inner knowing. And she didn’t need an obstetrician to tell her that she couldn’t conceive. The illegal abortion she’d undergone at eleven years old had ruined her insides and left her barren. She knew it in her heart.


Would Drake still love her if he knew that she couldn’t give him a child? Drake would never admit it; he’d be noble enough to suggest adoption. But she wouldn’t be able to bear the idea of depriving him of his own natural daughter or son.


Then again, suppose Drake didn’t take the high road? Suppose he cringed at the idea of adoption and asked her for a divorce? Oh, God! Fear as strong as a tsunami swept over her and she fell back against the chair. Worked up into a state of panic, she sprang from the chair and grabbed the phone. I have to talk to someone, she thought as she speed-dialed her therapist and requested an emergency appointment.


Two hours later, Harlow sat in her therapist’s office and verbalized her fears. Though Dr. Wagner knew the details of Harlow’s tragic childhood, until today, Harlow hadn’t verbalized her suspicion that the abortion had damaged her and left her unable to conceive.


“It is possible that the abortion caused some uterine damage, but you won’t know unless you take the appropriate tests,” Dr. Wagner said with a patient smile.


“I’m too afraid to find out.”


“Will worrying resolve the issue?”


“No.”


“Then make an appointment with your OB/GYN.”


“I can’t talk about what happened to me with my gynecologist. It’s too sordid. Too personal,” Harlow said with a frown.


“You don’t have to give details. Simply express your concerns. Your doctor will recommend the appropriate tests.”


“I don’t know.”


“You’ve made so much progress, Harlow. I believe you’ll be doing yourself a disservice if you allow shame and fear to prevent you from finding out the truth. Let’s say that scar tissue has formed on the uterus and it’s impeding your ability to establish pregnancy, your doctor can order tests that check the uterus and fallopian tubes for things like tubal blockage and uterine scarring.”


Harlow grimaced and rubbed her forehead.


“The good news is that if there is scar tissue, it can be removed by a simple outpatient procedure. Again, you can’t resolve this issue if you don’t take any action.”


Dr. Wagner was absolutely right. Because of her doubts and fears, she was mired in anguish, and though Drake didn’t complain, they both were painfully aware that their marriage was suffering. The weight that was lifted from her shoulders was palpable, and Harlow gave an audible sigh of relief. “Thanks for seeing me, Dr. Wagner,” she said, rising to her feet. “I feel a lot better, and I’m going to make an appointment with my gynecologist, ASAP.”


At home, instead of making an appointment with her gynecologist, she called Vangie. Despite what she’d told Dr. Wagner, she wasn’t ready to be told that she couldn’t have children.


“Hey, girl. What’s going on?” she asked Vangie.


“Not much. Yuri will be with his dad this weekend, and as you know, Alphonso is handling business with Drake,” Vangie replied with a groan.


“Well, jump on the train and come to New York. We could spend a half day luxuriating at the spa, and then check out a Broadway play or go out and have dinner. Drake and I recently discovered a new Caribbean restaurant in Harlem…you’ll love it.”


“I don’t know.”


“It’s my treat, Vangie, if you’re worried about money.”


“It’s not always about money, Harlow. And I don’t need you to pick up the tab for me. I got a promotion, remember? I may not be rich like you, but I’m doing a little better.”


“Are you okay, Vangie? You seem overly sensitive.”


“I get tired of you treating me like a charity case.”


“I didn’t mean to offend you, so let’s not argue, okay? I miss you and I figured since our men are out of the country, we should get together for some girlfriend time.”


“Let me think about it.”


“Okay. Try to make it. I really, really miss you.”


“I’ll let you know,” Vangie replied brusquely.


“Vangie, what is it? You seem really perturbed. Are you upset with me for any reason?”


“No,” Vangie said, her tone a little surly.


“Is something going on with you and Alphonso?”


“We’re fine. Listen, I have to go. My new job is stressful as hell. I’ll call you tomorrow. Smooches,” Vangie said and hung up.
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VANGIE


Vangie stood at the kitchen counter, tearing open a package of frozen broccoli that would go along with the frozen lasagna that was already in the oven.


“Mommy, can I get on the computer?” Yuri yelled from his bedroom.


“Okay, but do your homework before you play any computer games,” she replied absently as she dumped the chunk of frozen broccoli into a pan of boiling water. She didn’t have the time or desire to cook dinner from scratch, but her method of heating up frozen meals was a great improvement over the greasy fast-food that had sustained her and Yuri for so long.


“Come here for a minute, Mom.” Yuri’s voice was high-pitched and excited.


Geez, a mother’s job is nonstop. Vangie sighed and wiped her hands on a dish towel. Believing that Yuri had logged on to First in Math, an online math resource that students were encouraged to use five to ten minutes a day to keep their math skills sharp, Vangie ambled to her son’s bedroom, mentally gearing herself up to provide praise for whatever it was he had accomplished.


Vangie entered her son’s bedroom with a smile on her face. “How many more points did my little genius get?”


Yuri looked baffled. “Points? They’re not points…they’re hits!” His expression quickly switched from puzzlement to pure delight. “Look, Mom. We might get discovered by Meek Mill or Kendrick Lamar,” he said, excitedly pointing to the screen.


Vangie peered at the image on the screen, which Yuri had paused. Instead of the colorful First in Math website, she saw a YouTube video with a mob of teenage boys, their faces frozen in belligerent expressions, their hands, poised in confrontational gestures. And in the center of the young thugs was none other than her innocent, young son.


“Yuri! What are you doing with those teenagers?”


“I was with Uncle Man-Man.” Yuri pointed to a chunky teen, around fifteen or sixteen.


“You don’t have an Uncle Man-Man.” Vangie didn’t recognize the kid in the stilled video, and he was certainly no kin to her and Yuri.


“Uncle Man-Man is Jojina’s brother.”


Jojina was Yuri’s father’s latest hood-rat girlfriend and the negative influence that she and her three monster-kids had on Yuri was bad enough. Now that a wayward teenage brother was in the picture, there was no telling how much inappropriate behavior Yuri had been exposed to during the court-appointed time he spent with his father.


Vangie unpaused the video and grimaced as she listened to Yuri, standing amidst a throng of thugs outside a housing development that she didn’t recognize, reciting rap lines that embraced violence and misogyny.


“We have six thousand hits. When we reach a million, we’ll probably get a record deal,” Yuri said with innocence shining in his eyes. And that youthful naiveté and innocence was something she wanted to preserve for the duration of his childhood, but if she left it up to his father’s lack of wisdom and apparent lack of supervision, Yuri would be headed down a bad path before he reached his teens.


It wasn’t that Shawn was a bad father; he wasn’t. But he seemed blind to the potential harm that his relationship with his welfare-receiving, project-dwelling girlfriend, Jojina, could cause Yuri down the line. Jojina’s children, ages ten, eight, and seven, had already filled Yuri’s head with a bunch of ghetto nonsense that he had no business knowing. Every time Yuri came back from a weekend with Shawn, he used new, uncouth expressions that Vangie didn’t approve of. It was sickening, the way she had to deprogram Yuri after every visit with his father.


“Does Man-Man live in the same housing projects as Jojina?” Vangie spoke the names Man-Man and Jojina with repugnance. She already hated hearing Yuri talk about Jojina and her kids who were named Devontay, Javarious, and Starlet. Seriously, who would give their children such ridiculous names except a moronic hood rat?


Lately, Yuri had been referring to Jojina’s little monsters as his brothers and sister, which drove Vangie out of her mind. Now, hearing about this teenaged, Uncle Man-Man presented a new thorn in her side.


“Log off the computer and read a book, Yuri!”


“But—”


“But, nothing—read a book! I’ll call you when dinner’s ready.”


She stormed back to the kitchen and grabbed her phone. She entered Shawn’s number and tapped her nails on the kitchen counter as she impatiently waited for him to pick up.


“Yo,” Shawn said in the brusque tone that he used whenever he spoke with Vangie. They’d been mortal enemies ever since Shawn had taken Vangie to court, claiming that Vangie made more money than he did and should be paying him child support. But his tactic hadn’t worked.


A few months ago, Vangie had taken Shawn back to court, trying to revoke his visitation rights due to the bad influence the project heifer and her heathen kids were having on Yuri. But the judge told Vangie that she had to prove that Yuri had been harmed while in the care of his father. Unable to prove that Yuri had actually been harmed, Vangie had no choice but to continue allowing Yuri to be around Shawn’s ratchet girlfriend.


Since then, Vangie had tried to move on. She tried to act civil around Shawn; she tried to not hold a grudge against him. For Yuri’s sake, she would have preferred that she and Shawn treated each other with mutual respect, but Shawn was too stubborn to let go of their past differences. He spoke to her in gruff tones in front of Yuri, giving their son the impression that she was the bad guy.


The chorus of male voices in the background indicated that Shawn was at work at the barbershop, and probably couldn’t have a serious discussion at the moment. “When you get a chance, can you call me back; we need to talk about something serious,” Vangie said.


“I have a few minutes; what’s on your mind?” Shawn softened his tone a little.


Vangie took a deep breath. “Well, you know I’ve been complaining that your girlfriend’s kids are a bad influence on Yuri—”


“Yeah, and you took me back to court, trying to cut off my visitation rights, but the judge told you to chill out. So, what’s the problem, now?”


“The problem is—”


“The problem is,” Shawn interrupted, “you want to control my life and give approval over who I’m seeing. But you can’t, so you need to stop trying.”


“I don’t care who you’re seeing. I’m only trying to look out for Yuri’s best interest and would hope you felt the same way.”


“I’m not going to let anything happen to my son, Vangie. You know that.” Shawn exhaled in frustration. “I said I have a few minutes…not all day. So, what’s this call about?” Irritation had crept into Shawn’s voice and Vangie realized she wouldn’t be able to get through to him without involving lawyers. He could be so narrow-minded and stubborn, it was infuriating.


“Do you realize that Yuri is on a YouTube video?”


“What?”


“You heard me. While he was in your care, his so-called Uncle Man-Man included him in a video with a bunch of thugs, and they’re all in front of the camera rapping about killing and chopping down women.”


“Oh, yeah?” Shawn said with a trace of pride in his voice. “I heard Yuri spitting some rhymes the other day; he might have talent. Time will tell.”


“Time won’t tell shit. If you can’t protect Yuri and keep away from those ignorant-ass future convicts, then you don’t need to have visitation with him.”


“Here we go with the same old shit. You’re no better than the cops, prejudging and profiling the young man only because he’s a normal, urban teen who enjoys rap music.”


“Don’t even go there, Shawn. I like rap music, too, but I wouldn’t film a six-year-old kid rapping about illegal activities and sexual stuff he doesn’t understand. And I definitely wouldn’t post it on the Internet.”


“Welcome to modern times,” Shawn said in a condescending way.


“Aren’t you worried?”


“Worried about what?”


“Yuri’s life could be in danger. Suppose some rival gang targets Man-Man when he’s around Yuri?”


“What gang? You watch too much TV.”


“I don’t want that heathen named Man-Man to have any influence whatsoever on my child. Do you hear me, Shawn? If you can’t assure me that Yuri will be with you at all times during his visitation, then don’t even bother to pick him up.”


“If I’m not mistaken, we have joint custody. I don’t ask you who you leave Yuri with—”


“Because I only leave him with my mother.”


“And what about your man?”


“Alphonso doesn’t babysit for Yuri.”


“Are you trying to tell me that ol’ boy is never alone with Yuri?”


“What are you trying to say?”


“Look, I know for a fact that Yuri has been in the care of ya boy and you weren’t with them.”


Vangie thought about it. “Well, yeah, Yuri has made a couple of quick runs with Alphonso. You know…like to pick up food or to take my car in to be detailed, but I don’t leave Yuri in anyone’s care for a lengthy period of time. Your irresponsibility is frightening. I mean…seriously, what were you thinking when you brought those dangerous, uncouth people into our son’s life? Couldn’t you have kept your disgusting relationship away from Yuri?”


“Disgusting?”


“That’s right. I work hard to give Yuri the best life I can offer him. But you’re undoing my hard work by taking him to the damn projects, and deliberately exposing him to all sorts of violence and crime.”


“I think Yuri is safer with Jojina’s family than he is with your man.”


“What! Do you know how stupid you sound? Alphonso is an upstanding businessman, not a wannabe thug like you! I have to look out for my child’s well-being, so don’t even bother to pick up Yuri tomorrow. You’re not fit to be a parent!”


“You don’t run shit, Vangie. I’ll be there to pick up Yuri for our scheduled visit and you can’t do shit about it. Oh, and by the way, ask Yuri about the gun he saw strapped to ya boy’s ankle. The gun your boy put in his hand.”


“What the hell are you talking about?”


“Ask Yuri about it. That gun situation sounds like something the judge would find much more dangerous than Yuri rapping along with a harmless song. Think about it.”


The phone went dead and Vangie realized that Shawn had hung up on her.


“YURI!” Vangie screamed her son’s name.


Yuri dashed into the kitchen. “Is dinner ready?”


“No.” She gripped her son by the shoulders. “Did you tell your father that Alphonso let you hold a gun?”


Yuri took on a guilty expression, and then nodded his head.


“Why didn’t you tell me?”


“Mr. Alphonso told me not to mention it to you. He said you’d be upset.”


“He was right. I’m very upset. But I’m more upset with Alphonso than you. You’re only a child; he should have known better.”


“I saw the gun in his ankle strap and asked him if I could hold it.”


Vangie grimaced in horror.


“He took out the clip before he let me hold it,” Yuri said.


“What do you know about clips?”


Yuri shrugged. “I know a lot.”


“A lot?”


“Uh-huh. Devontay, Javarious, and me…we look at guns online. My brothers want to buy Glocks when they get older, but I want a compact Ruger, like the one Mr. Alphonso carries.”


Vangie was beyond horrified. She grabbed her phone, ready to call Alphonso, but remembering that he was probably still en route to England, she put the phone down. Incensed, she didn’t know who she was more furious with…Shawn or Alphonso.
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NIVEA


Mackenzie jolted awake and yelled each time Nivea tried to lower her into her crib. “You have to sleep in your crib, Kenzie. You can’t sleep in Mommy’s bed forever,” Nivea said firmly as she checked to make sure her daughter was dry. “Tonight, you’re going to have to cry yourself to sleep.”


Since her own mother wasn’t speaking to her, Nivea got most of her parenting tips from Vangie. According to Vangie, it was okay to allow Mackenzie to cry herself to sleep as long as she was fed and dry. Mackenzie screamed in outrage when Nivea turned off the light and closed the door. A second later, Nivea rushed inside her daughter’s room and plugged in the night light. It took all her willpower not to pick up her baby and put her in bed with her.


Heading to her bedroom, Nivea began stripping out of her clothes. A long, hot bath was in order. Taking care of a baby was exhausting, and she was anxious to hire a nanny. Dr. Sandburg’s money couldn’t come soon enough. She wondered how long it would take before she had his money secured in her bank account.


The baby’s cries began to die down as she ran her bath water, and no sooner had she stuck her toe into the hot, scented water, she heard the dull buzz of her cell phone. Naked, she trekked into her bedroom and picked up the phone. She didn’t recognize the number of the incoming call. Maybe it was Sandburg’s lawyer, anxious to get the paperwork signed.


“Hello?”


“May I speak to Nivea Westcott?” asked an unfamiliar female voice.
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