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Dear Reader:


In My Rearview Mirror by Suzetta Perkins is, as always with this author, a page-turner. Perkins has the gift of painting vivid pictures of characters, right down to their surroundings and style. In yet another story of both redemption and love conquering all, a married couple struggles to get over both of their numerous past mistakes before their imminent divorce is finalized.


What happens when both the wife and husband have babies outside of their marriage? What happens when one of them has children with the spouse of one of their older children that they conceived together? What happens when scandal runs amok in a community that threatens their very livelihood? How does love prevail when every day is filled with yet another heart-wrenching discovery about someone close to them and people are even turning up dead? All of those questions and more are answered within the pages of In My Rearview Mirror.


    As always, thanks for supporting Suzetta Perkins and the authors that I publish under Strebor Books. We appreciate the love and we strive to bring you the best, most prolific authors who write outside of the traditional publishing box. You can contact me directly at zane@eroticanoir.com and find me on Twitter @planetzane and on Facebook at www.facebook.com/AuthorZane.


Blessings,
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Zane


Publisher


Strebor Books


www.simonandschuster.com
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To my children, Teliza and Gerald Jr.


To my grandchildren, Samayya and Maliah


To my son-in-law, Will


To my dad, Calvin Sr.


To my brothers and sisters: Calvin Jr., Michael, Jennifer, Gloria,
Wayne, Mark, and DeShone


To my nieces and nephews who are too numerous to name


Family is what we are; family is all we have . . .


I love you.
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One



 


Sweat covered her face like molasses on a hot-buttered biscuit. The contractions were coming every two minutes and the pain in her pelvic region was almost too much to bear. Margo’s swollen brown body lay on its back, her legs spread apart, obliging the commands of the doctor as she readied herself to bring forth her babies into the world.


She had to be out of her mind to decline the epidural that would have made this delivery less painful. Maybe she forgot that she was in her forties and that child bearing should’ve been left to the younger women who had a lot of elasticity in their bodies, who weren’t facing menopause, and who had loving husbands to hold their hands and help them through their labor with the information they learned in Lamaze classes.


It had been two hours since her water broke and left a trail of liquid streaking down each leg as if in a race to the finish line. She had to take another shower and then call an ambulance because there was no man in her life to whisk her away to the hospital, although the large pouch on her body that was carrying twins said somebody had stopped by and paid a visit. Yes, that was true, but she hadn’t a clue as to who her babies’ daddy was—Jefferson or Malik.


“Push,” Dr. Dixon ordered, her long sinewy-gloved fingers examining the cervix. “You’re almost there.”


Margo pushed and took several deep breaths.


Dr. Dixon twisted her head to the left, pushing a braid that had fallen from her meticulously wrapped bun away from her face. “Push again. The head is crowning.”


On command, Margo gave it all she had and pushed again.


“One more time,” Dr. Dixon said and added a little chuckle at the end. “You’re doing well.”


Margo held on to the bed rails, the sweat continuing to pour down her face and other parts of her body. “One for the Father, two for the Son, three for the oooly ghost,” Margo said as the pain hit hard, then gave her release in a matter of seconds.


“Congratulations, it’s a boy,” Dr. Dixon said, as the nurse cut the umbilical cord.


“Waa, waa,” came the healthy sound of the newcomer who was quickly whisked away to be cleaned.


“Margo, we’ve got one more. Let’s rock and roll, baby,” the doctor said.


Margo pushed down again and stopped, her chest rising and falling as she inhaled and exhaled. She opened her mouth to say something, then squirmed as another pain made her blow air. Then she let go. “All right now, you need to come on out of there so Momma can get some rest. Momma’s tired.”


“Come on, Margo,” Dr. Dixon admonished. “Give it all you’ve got, girl. It’s about to be over. Your baby’s twin wants access to the new world.”


“All right, I’m ready.”


“Here it comes. Yes, another baby boy!”


Margo’s body relaxed as she heard the squeal of another tiny voice. Minutes later, two nurses rushed in, each carrying what seemed to Margo to be gifts wrapped in thin, white blankets, bundled up as if they were about to travel to the arctic North. In turn, each nurse held the bundles of joy in front of Margo for her to view. They were beautiful with heads full of black, straight hair, wrapped in swaddling clothes like Jesus, and sucking on their fingers.


Margo beamed. She couldn’t tell who her boys looked like. They were angelic in every way, both getting ready to cry for mother’s milk. Margo closed her eyes, and it was Jefferson she saw—her beloved husband, her soon to be ex-husband, her former lover and friend. She batted her eyes, and there was Malik—her confidant, her shoulder to lean on when Jefferson was away in prison, the man she gave her body to when she thought her husband was being unfaithful . . . again.


The movie screen in her subconscious faded to black, and when she opened her eyes, there stood the nurses still holding her babies. “I can’t do this right now,” Margo said. “Give me some time.”
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Two



 


Margo sat up in her four-poster queen bed in her exquisite City Cottage residence at North Hills, reviewing the last years of her life and contemplating what her outlook for the future would be. She had raised four children whose personalities were as different as night and day, suffered through her husband’s infidelity and incarceration, and when it seemed clear that her life, which had taken some critical turns, was headed for recovery, her life had somehow completely bottomed out.


At forty-five years old, Margo felt trapped. Her life should’ve been uncomplicated because all of her hard work had paid off and provided dividends that would allow her to cruise on Easy Street and even quit the job that made her rich and independent. Real Estate had been Margo’s forte for the last twenty-five years and because of it, she had received numerous awards and been dubbed the Real Estate Queen. And this was how she was able to afford her new lavish lifestyle on her own, without the husband who’d been a part of her life for just as many and then some years. But she was independent and alone to raise two babies . . . two baby boys whose father’s identity was unknown.


“Waaa, waaa, waaa.”


Margo listened as her boys crooned out the Waaa, Waaa song in chorus. It was hard for her to fathom that at this stage in her life she’d be changing diapers and preparing formula for her own children, although she had already tagged one breast Ian and the other Evan. It was easier in the wee hours of the morning to give the twins her breasts when they tried to act as if they’d never been fed.


Neither of her four elder children had given her a grandchild or spoken of walking down the aisle, although walking down the aisle should come before having children. Her current life with the twins might have to suffice.


“I’m coming,” Margo said out loud, although the babies continued to holler. She pulled her body to the edge of the bed and sat a moment, not in any hurry, and sought her bedroom slippers when it was apparent the boys were not taking a no-show for an answer.


Although her master suite was on the first floor, she chose to stay in one of the three bedrooms on the second floor so she’d be close to the nursery where her babies slept. Two baby cribs, a dresser, and a dressing table occupied the room that was not yet decorated in fashionable baby attire. The walls were stark white with no cutesy baby appliqués to make the babies feel at home. A vintage rocking chair made out of walnut hugged a corner of the room.


“Hi, sweeties,” Margo said in a soothing voice, as she reached down and scooped both of the little fellas up in her arms. “Mommy is here.” She kissed them both and smiled.


The boys stopped crying; however, as soon as she laid Evan down to check his diaper, Ian began to cry. “Okay, Ian, Mommy is going to take care of you in a minute.”


Margo changed both diapers, washed the babies’ faces, and stuck pacifiers in their mouths. She kissed them both again. “Mommy is going to run downstairs and get her doughnut so I can sit on my bottom. I’ll be back as quick as I can.” Margo retreated but turned around and returned to the cribs. “I love you both, although Mommy hadn’t made plans for you to be present in her life, especially not at this time.” She tickled their tummies; Evan cooed. “But God doesn’t make mistakes. For whatever reason you’re here in my life, at this place and time, and know that Mommy will always love you.”


All of a sudden the alarm began to beep. Margo jerked her head around and then walked from the nursery into the hallway.


“Mom, you should’ve been up a long time ago,” Winter shouted from the first floor, disarming the alarm. “Shame on you; it’s twelve-thirty.”


“And you’re supposed to be at work and not trespassing in my house. I’m going to take that key away from you. What gives you the right to walk up in my house anytime you get good and ready, girl? The least you can do is ring the doorbell first.”


“I took the rest of the day off. I’m here to help you with the babies.”


“Well, good. I’m getting ready to feed them now.”


“Mom, I have a visitor with me.”


“Winter, please. You can’t waltz in here with a visitor without calling me first. I may not be presentable.”


Margo stood in her bare feet on the hardwood floor in the foyer with her hair tousled and wearing her lavender silk lounger. “Why is the door open? Is that your brother with you?”


A head appeared from behind the door, and Margo went into shock. It had been at least six months since she’d seen him last, but he looked good; in fact, damn good. His rugged good looks made her back up and run her hand over her hair in an effort to brush it down, and then she realized her headlights might be beaming too bright at the sight of him as his eyes seemed transfixed on the upper part of her body, specifically, the swell of her breasts. Margo let her eyes wander to the place that she willed herself to avoid, but she was weak, and when she looked, he was still packing the right size toolbox.


“Hey, Margo,” Jefferson said in a deep, seductive voice, offering her a peace smile.


“Uhh, Jefferson, hello,” she said in return, still caught in her trance. “You were the last person I expected to see.”


After pushing her braids away from her face, Winter grabbed Jefferson’s hand and closed the front door. “Mom, I’m going to take Dad on a tour of the house. You don’t mind, do you?”


“And what if I say I do? Would it matter?”


Winter laughed. “Mom, it’s only Dad. He knows what you look like. He knows how you keep house—immaculate. How many years were the two of you married?”


“You aren’t too old for me to whip that butt. And I want my key before you leave.”


Jefferson smiled at the banter between mother and daughter.


“Come on, Daddy; let me take you around. Go ahead and take care of the babies, Mom. We’ll be up in a minute.”


Margo watched as Winter whisked her father away to check out her private abode. It made her smile to see that Winter and Jefferson got along so well, especially after what the family had been through. But Margo was going to give that girl a good talking to. She didn’t care how grown Winter thought she was, she wasn’t going to come up in her house and disrespect her—father or no father. But Margo understood that Winter was showing off so that Jefferson could see how well she’d done without him. Jefferson looked good, but her life with him was over. In three months, their divorce would be final.
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Three




     


Jefferson’s eyes darted in and out, not missing a nook or cranny, as Winter gave him the grand tour of Margo’s new townhouse. He realized it cost a pretty penny. He had himself inquired about the purchase of one of the luxury condos in the same vicinity. It didn’t surprise Jefferson one bit that his soon-to-be ex-wife had opted for a place like this; after all, she’d worked hard and made the greenbacks to afford it. He wished Margo would let him advise her about the best financial portfolio that would suit her needs, but it was evident she didn’t need him.


“Daddy, isn’t this kitchen to die for?” Winter said, waving her arm around as if she were in a showroom.


“Uhm, hmm.”


“Look at these top-of-the-line stainless steel appliances,” Winter went on, her hand gently brushing over the surface of the refrigerator, microwave and stove that appeared embedded into the wall. “And look, Daddy, a small, flat-screen TV on the door of the refrigerator.”


“Isn’t that overkill? Doesn’t seem like Margo at all.”


“Well, I did pick it out for her. You know your woman; she didn’t want that mess. I figured if I was going to hang out at her house all the time, I wanted to have a few amenities of my own.”


Jefferson looked at his daughter. “You are unreal, Winter, but I love you. And stop calling your mother, my woman. You know good and well that she discarded me like yesterday’s trash.”


“That’s not fair, Daddy. If it weren’t for your drama, you and Mom would be a happily married couple.”


“You need to tame that tongue of yours and remember I’m still your daddy. My advice? You need to save your money and get out of that dump you’re living in and purchase your own place.”


“Okay, okay. I know my place. There’s something about this home I like, though. And I’ll probably be spending a lot of time here. Hear those babies crying up there?”


Jefferson leaned against the granite countertop and sighed. “Why was it so urgent that I come with you today? Yes, you managed to surprise your mother, but it’s obvious she doesn’t want me here.”


“Daddy, I didn’t think I had to lead you by the hand. Mom needs help. She has twins. Your children.”


“How do you know they’re my babies?”


“What are you talking about, Daddy?”


“Just ponder the question. Now finish showing me the house. I need to be somewhere in an hour.”


As if the question hadn’t been asked, Jefferson followed behind Winter as she continued her tour. “And this is the dining room.”


“I’m happy that Margo has carved out her life the way she wants it to be.”


“I don’t think it’s quite the way she wants it to be,” Winter said, pointing toward the ceiling to indicate Margo’s new additions to her family she was attending to upstairs.


“As I’ve already said, she doesn’t want my help. And maybe that’s because I’m not those babies’ daddy.”


Winter put her hand on her hip and stared at Jefferson. She loved him. Hated what he’d done to her mother in the past, but still she loved him. “Daddy, please. Don’t try and deny that my baby brothers aren’t yours. You’re only mad because Mom wanted a divorce when you thought that you all were going to be all right.”


“Enough, Winter,” Jefferson said, staring back as hard as Winter was staring at him. “There may be some wisdom in what you’re saying, but I didn’t ask for your assessment of your mother’s and my situation. It is what it is.” Jefferson sighed. “Why don’t we go see your brothers now? I have to leave in a moment.”


Winter grabbed Jefferson around the waist and steered him toward the stairs.


Jefferson stopped, then looked down at his daughter. He kissed Winter on the top of her head that was full of braids and squeezed her. “I love you, baby.”


“I love you too, Daddy.”


The duo walked up the stairs in silence, each holding the other around the waist. They stopped at the entrance to the nursery and listened as Margo sang a lullaby to Ian and Evan and then ensured her boys they would be all right in this world. When Jefferson and Winter looked in, Margo was rocking the boys in her rocking chair. She looked up when they stepped through the doorway. Margo waved them in with her head and started her lullaby again.


Jefferson came and stood over Margo and stared at the baby boys. They were too young for him to ascertain any real resemblance to himself, but he smiled at Margo lovingly. “Cute. Reminds me of when Ivy was a baby,” Jefferson said. “You rocked her the same way and sang the very same lullaby. Your boys are beautiful.”


Margo lifted her head and smiled. “I remember. In fact, all of our children were blessed to have their mother sing them this lullaby. Have you spoken to Ivy?”


“Nope, not a word. I thought since she and J.R. were so close, she’d be in contact with him.”


“Did Mom look like this when she had Winston and me?” Winter asked Jefferson, interrupting her parents’ banter about Ivy.


“A carbon copy, except you were a girl.”


Jefferson and Winter watched a few moments longer until Margo stopped rocking and moved to get up. Winter rushed over and took one baby out of Margo’s arm.


“Who is this?” Winter asked.


“That’s Evan. He has a birthmark on his leg like . . .” Margo paused as if reconsidering what she was about to say.


“Like what?” Winter asked, giving Evan a kiss on the nose.


“Like I do?” Jefferson asked, trying to make direct eye contact with Margo.


Margo wouldn’t look at him. In fact, she held Ian tight in her arms and didn’t respond.


“I hear Malik is running for public office in Fayetteville,” Jefferson said, diverting the conversation. Margo’s head jerked upon hearing Malik’s name. “My frats said they heard he was getting engaged to some young chick, but she must be a big secret. Malik hasn’t introduced her publically, let alone been seen with a woman.”


Margo was silent for more than a minute before she finally spoke. “It’s probably best for his career that he has a woman who will stand behind him to give him the support he’ll need during a campaign. I guess congratulations are in order.”


“Well, hopefully he’s scrubbed the skeletons from his closet,” Jefferson said, looking at Margo. “The Edwards scandal is more than North Carolina can handle as far as scandals go.”


“Daddy, what are you talking about? You aren’t making any sense. What does that have to do with Malik?”


“I’d like to know, too,” Margo said, her eyes piercing through Jefferson’s.


“It’s time for me to go.”


Margo stood up. “No need to rush off, Jefferson,” Margo said, advancing toward him with Ian cupped in her arms. “Stay a minute. After all, it’s been awhile since I’ve seen you. How’s J.R. doing?”


Jefferson looked between Margo and Winter before looking at the bundle of joy Margo caressed tight to her bosom. “I only have a minute . . . and J.R. is doing well.”


“Tell him he needs to come by and see his mother,” Margo said, taking her eyes away from Jefferson’s after lingering a little too long.


“I will. I guess you know that Winston is going to join J.R. and me in the business.”


“Yes, I’ve heard. You’ll have to rename your business Father and Son’s Media Connection, although I like The Web Connection. It has a nice ring to it.”


Jefferson smiled. Before anyone could react, he took Ian out of Margo’s arms. Bulging eyes protruded from both Margo and Winter. And they smiled.


“Daddy, you look natural holding that baby,” Winter teased.


Jefferson handed Ian back to Margo. They made eye contact, and Jefferson turned toward the door. “I’ve got to go. I have an appointment with a client in twenty minutes.” He took a liberty and swallowed Margo up with his eyes. “You look good, Margo; you really do. I like you in this element. It’s sassy. Reminds me of a tossed salad . . . the lettuce, the tomatoes, the croutons . . .”


Margo stood there and stared.


“Okay, Daddy, too much for my ears,” Winter said, covering her ears with her hands. “You and Mom need to get over yourselves and do the right thing.”


“Shut up, Winter,” both Jefferson and Margo said simultaneously.


“But if you need any help . . . want my help,” Jefferson said, not willing to take his eyes off of Margo just yet, “I’m here. You know how to get in touch with me. And you know I take care of my children.”


It was Margo’s turn to smile. “Thank you, babe . . . ah, ah, Jefferson. I may be calling you sooner than later.”


Jefferson stood there transfixed and continued to stare at Margo. No words were necessary. He smiled, but his expression was mixed with sadness. “Okay.” And he turned and walked away.


“Bye, Daddy,” Winter said as Jefferson walked out of the room.


• • •


Jefferson jumped in his Mercedes coupe and drove away in a hurry. He held the steering wheel tight with one hand and held his head up with the other, his elbow lodged in the window frame of the car door.


Mixed emotions clouded his thinking. He wanted more than anything to be the father of the twins. Seeing Margo this afternoon for the first time in six months made his insides rattle and his heart skip a beat, causing it to palpitate out of rhythm. Although she had delivered twins only days before, Margo’s body was still in great form—a brick house no matter the interpretation. Her hips were sturdy and round and her breasts were full from carrying mother’s milk. He’d love to be one of the twins at feeding time.


Jefferson hit the steering wheel with the palm of his hand. He missed her; he still loved her . . . almost as much as he did when they were young, foolish and had first fallen in love.


He drove blindly through the streets of Raleigh, his mind distorted and unfocused. Were the babies his? Was he the father of the twins? Winston and Winter were twins. Then Jefferson remembered how Margo stopped short of saying that one of the twins had a birthmark. Like his?


Jefferson wanted her. It took all the courage within him to not touch her. He wanted her bad . . . and her sitting only a few feet away, holding what was more than likely his son, confused him. It might have been lust at the moment, but Margo was still his wife. If Winter hadn’t been in the room, he might have missed his important appointment. Then again, Margo might have called the police and requested a restraining order to keep him away. He wouldn’t have been there in the first place if his daughter hadn’t begged him to come.


He wanted her. Jefferson wanted Margo.
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Four



 


Ivy put her hands on her hips and made a last inventory of the boxes she’d packed that now crowded the small living room in her condo. The movers were due in a couple of hours, and she wiped the sweat from her brow. She counted . . . “one, two, three, and four . . .” until she reached twenty-six. She stood up straight, then sighed, pushing through the faraway look on her face while brushing back the long strands of hair that fell into her eyes.


Ivy was taking a huge risk, a huge step backward in her way of thinking. Returning to Fayetteville, North Carolina had never been an item on her short or long-range plans, especially having experienced life in Atlanta that was exciting, rewarding, and so full of opportunities. Although her brother, J.R., had moved back to Raleigh several months ago to work on a business venture with their father, Ivy had not once felt alone. She was happy.


Another sigh escaped Ivy’s lips, glad to have the last bit of packing done. She glided through the vacant hall with the empty walls of her condo and headed toward the bathroom to shower but stopped abruptly when she heard her cell phone ring.


Ivy nearly tripped over a box trying to get to her cell that sat on a coffee table that was surrounded by boxes before it stopped ringing. She reached it in time and smiled.


“Hey, baby,” Ivy said into the phone. “You miss me?” Pause.


“I can’t wait to see you.” Pause.


“All I’ve been doing is thinking about you . . . me . . . us . . . together. You consume my thoughts day and night. As much as I hate moving back to Fayetteville, I’d do anything to be with you, baby.” Pause.


“A surprise? What is it?” Pause.


“Give me a hint. Please, pretty, please.” Pause.


“You’re so fresh.” Ivy blushed. Pause.


“You’re making me wet,” Ivy said seductively. Pause.


“I love you, too.” Pause.


“I’m going to make it worth your while, Senator.” Pause.


“I know you’re going to win the election. I’ve got faith. I’ve got faith in you, and I’ve got faith in us.” Pause.


“I can’t wait for your surprise.” I’ve got a surprise for you, too, Ivy thought to herself.


“Okay, baby. I’ll see you day after tomorrow.” Pause.


“I love you. Smooches.”


Ivy held the phone in her hand and closed her eyes. Another smile erupted on her face as she reminisced about how only a few nights ago her lover had made her feel like the woman she knew she was, how he tenderly and gingerly caressed her whole body with the soft and supple strokes of his hands, how he snatched her to him and worked her lips and delighted her with his tongue, and how she felt when her body trembled . . . like a climactic earthquake that swallowed up everything in its path.


Eyes still closed, Ivy held her body and squeezed. She squeezed her breasts through the thin cotton T-shirt, rubbed her stomach with her hand and finally touched herself in her private garden, then moved her hand away quickly as if the memory was too much to bear. Ivy began to laugh, then covered her mouth with both hands . . . the memory taking hold of her, not letting go. She walked over to the couch and found a small place to sit and sat down, pushing her thighs together as if trying to fight the earthquake that wanted to erupt within her, not wanting to be consumed by the orgasm of her thoughts. She laced her fingers together and rocked back and forth, unable to hide the smile that forced itself out in the open, exposing her hidden thoughts of pleasure. And then Ivy shuddered . . . her whole body trembled while she tried to catch her breath. And then she opened her eyes and looked around and saw the cardboard boxes that sat like lifeless creatures waiting to be awakened and devour her.


And just like that, Ivy came to her senses. She jumped up from the couch and shook her hand in the air. “Hell, let me get my funky body up out of here and take a shower so I can be presentable by the time the movers arrive.”
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Five



 


“J.R., my man,” Jefferson said as he strolled through the front entrance of The Web Connection with extra pep in his step and an enormous smile on his face to go with it.


“Whuzup, Pops?” J.R. asked Jefferson, flicking one of his braids out of his eye as he looked up. “Must’ve hit pay dirt, with all those pearly whites you’ve got showing in your mouth.”


“J.R., we are designing the website and all other media material for Dr. Shelton Wright.”


“You mean the dude who’s running for senator?”


Jefferson walked over and stood beside J.R.’s desk. “Our name is already out there, but we’re getting ready to blow the joint up.” Jefferson and J.R. slapped each other’s hand. “This is a big deal. From all accounts of our interview, we will also be handling his TV ad campaigns. I’m on the way into my office now to draw up the contract. Get ready. I’ve also been looking for another location to set up shop—you, Winston, and I will each have our own office.”


“You the man, Pops. I hope Winston plans on starting sometime this week; we’re going to need all the help we can get.”


“Your brother promised me he would be here by Thursday to help out. Trying to finish up some project he’s working on. I may be able to bring him in full-time with what’s getting ready to happen to us, not that we’re doing bad now.”


“Yeah, I wouldn’t mind a raise.”


“Son, you’ll get your raise. You’re doing a damn good job. We’ve got a large number of contracts under our belt but nothing as lucrative as this. This will put us on the map.”


J.R. pulled on the lapels of his Old Navy plaid poplin shirt that sat over a white wife beater and smiled. “Pop, I’m glad you and me,” J.R. pointed to himself, then back at Jefferson, “have made amends and are friends. We didn’t always see eye-to-eye while I was growing up, but you giving me this chance to make something of myself has allowed me to see who you really are, besides being my Pop, and what you’re made of. And I like it a lot.”


Jefferson looked at J.R. thoughtfully and patted his chest with his fist. He pulled J.R. up by the arm, and they hugged in a gentleman’s embrace. “I’m glad you’re here, son.” Jefferson began to choke up. “I . . . I love you.” He and J.R. embraced again.


Jefferson moved away before their father and son love fest got sloppy. And the last thing Jefferson wanted was for J.R. to see him cry. “Oh, by the way, your mother wants you to stop by. She hasn’t seen you in awhile.”


J.R. was silent but continued working, putting the finishing touches on a website he was building for a local church. “So you saw Mom?” J.R. finally said.


“Your sister nearly dragged me over there . . . I guess to rub those twin babies in my face. Winter thinks I need to own up to them and do the right thing by your mother. But I can’t make someone love me if they don’t.”


“So why did you and Mom break up? Why did she want a divorce?”


“Life and love is a hard thing, J.R. I’ve hurt your mom something awful in the past, but I was praying that when I got out of jail, things were going to turn around—be better, especially since she waited for me those five long years. It was for a moment.”


“So, did it have to do with you and Angelica?”


“What do you mean by Angelica and me?”


“Who doesn’t know about you and Angelica?”


“J.R., there was never anything between Angelica and me. I was her husband’s accountant. I don’t think Hamilton knew how Angelica was, although, they did end up in divorce court. True, Angelica tried to put the moves on me a time or two, but she’d changed after she got out of prison. She wanted to create a new life for herself until Santiago showed back up on the scene, trying to exact revenge on all of us who’d been a part of his organization, Operation Stingray. I don’t know why I let Hamilton talk me into it. Now he’s dead, I lost my company, but I thank God I’ve been given another chance to make my life right.”


“So, did it have to do with Linda, our ex-next-door neighbor? I thought Mom forgave you of that mess.”


“Uhmm, she did. However, we learned something right before your mother left me that was the proverbial straw that broke the camel’s back.”


Jefferson looked at J.R. and blew air from his mouth. He was in a good place, having the prodigal son return home, but he was afraid that if he shared this bit of news, he might lose J.R. again. But he wanted to be honest and upfront. Maybe it was time to share this news with his kids.


“What is it, Pops? You can tell me . . . trust me with anything. I’ve got your back.”


Jefferson looked into his son’s eyes, those inquiring eyes that said they understood.


“You have another brother; he’s about six now. Linda gave birth to a son that I had no knowledge of until your mother and I bumped into them at an ice cream parlor.”


At first, J.R. took the news in and ingested it, rolled it around in his head a moment, then looked up at Jefferson. “How do you know he’s yours?”


“I don’t, but the one thing Margo and I agreed on, he looked a lot like you. There was no mistaking that coincidence.”


J.R. laughed and slapped his dad on the arm. “Is he old enough to join the family business?”


Jefferson smiled. “Whew, I was afraid . . .”


“Afraid I was going to run away again? Naw, I said I had your back. You’ve paid for your sins. It is what it is. So, did you see the new twins?”


“Yeah.”


“So, is she going to raise them by herself?”


“Looks that way. I had to hurry up and get out of there, though. Your mother looked so good.”


J.R. smiled. “You still love her, don’t you?”


“I’ve got mad love for that woman.”


• • •


J.R. took a last look at the website he created. Satisfied, he began the process of publishing it. The fee netted them a few thousand dollars, but the money was in the mega churches.


He landed a huge account for the firm when he joined a mega church and soon after, submitted his proposal. Although he had an ulterior motive for joining, he found that he rather liked the services, except the keeping track of his tithe paying. The extras were the truckloads of women who came every Sunday, distracting him from his time with Jesus. The church, though, helped him get his head together, to heal, to be in the place he was now in with his dad. He hadn’t quite gotten there with his mother.


Hungry as a bear, J.R. got up from his chair hoping their part-time receptionist, Cheryl Richards, was on her way in. He needed some air—a moment to think. His mind drifted to what his Pops had said about visiting his mother. It wasn’t that he hated her; he was mad that she didn’t want to keep the family together. Although, now, he understood some of her frustrations.


Sitting back down, J.R. reached for the telephone. Before he was able to pick it up, the phone rang. He recognized the number right away.


“Hey, sis, what are you doing calling me on the work number?”


“You must have turned your cell off or didn’t charge the battery,” Ivy said. “Can’t talk to a brother on his cell if he doesn’t pick it up.”


J.R. and Ivy laughed.


“So whuzup? What are you doing calling me in the middle of the day, Ms. Girl About Town—the next Ms. Hot Atlanta.”


“J.R., you’re so crazy. I miss you.”


“Didn’t seem that way when I was moving back home. You couldn’t wait for me to leave.”


“What if I tell you that I’m moving back to Fayetteville . . . like in two days?”


J.R. sat up in his seat. “For real? Something happened? I thought you said you were never coming back?”


“Yeah, I did, but I kind of miss the place.”


“Girl, this is J.R. No need to lie to me; I know you . . . remember? I expect Winter to say something stupid like that. So what’s the real deal?”


“Nothing, J.R. I like Atlanta, but I need to come home.”


“For what? No one lives in Fayetteville anymore. Where are you going to live? If you want to, you can move to Raleigh and hang out with me awhile.”


“Love to, brother dear, but I’d rather be on my own.”


“Should I tell Dad?”


“J.R., no. I don’t want Momma or Dad to know that I’m moving back to the area. I haven’t spoken to Momma in three or four months. She probably hates me. So you and Dad have gotten close?”


“Yeah, I love the old man. He’s cool, even if he is my Pops.”


“Even after all the crap he put Momma through?”


“Got to forgive. Plus he’s given me a new lease on life.”


“Have you seen Momma?”


“You won’t believe this, but I was getting ready to call her. Get this, Dad saw her for the first time in I don’t know how many months. Winter dragged him over to Mom’s house to see the new twins. I bet you didn’t know Mom had given birth. Dad said Mom asked me to call her.”


“Well, good for you. Do as your daddy instructed. I was on Winter’s Facebook page and she dropped pictures of the babies on her page and was talking about them as if she had given birth to them. Momma is a drama queen and, at her age, who in their right mind would go and get pregnant, especially when her older children are all over twenty? Now she has babies to raise—not one but two.”


“Don’t be so dramatic, Ivy. It’s her life; you don’t have to raise those babies.”


“I know, but how is it going to look telling everyone that ‘these are my baby brothers’ when I’m the one who should be saying, these are my children?”


J.R. thought about Jefferson’s confession about the other little boy, Linda’s six-year-old son, who was also their brother. He decided not to tell Ivy—let that be his and Pop’s secret. J.R. liked that Jefferson trusted him enough to share such an intimate secret.


“Are you still there, J.R.?”


“Yeah, yeah. Just thinking about our family and all of the drama we’ve been through. And to your last question, why don’t you have some children so you can say that they’re yours?”


“I don’t know why I bother to talk to you sometimes. You don’t get it . . . never seem to get the point. Have you talked to Winter? She’s probably peppering up Momma; you know Winter is her favorite.”


“Don’t you mean the twins, Winter and Winston, are her favorites?”


“Whatever. I’d talk to Winter, but she talks too damn much. She tells Momma everything.”


“Well, I’ve got to get something to eat. Let me know when you get in the Ville.”


“Okay, but don’t forget. You can’t tell Momma or Dad I’m coming. They’ll find out in time.”


“Dog, everybody has secrets except for me.”


“You need to get some nice, young honey to cuddle up with . . . take the edge off, brother. Then you might gain a secret or two.”


“Whatever, Ivy. Dad’s coming out of his office. Gotta run.”


“Bye.”


“You okay?” Jefferson asked, seeing the perplexed look on J.R.’s face.


“Yeah, I’m okay. It’s women and their complicated issues.” J.R. smiled.


“Oh, a girlfriend thing. You’ve been holding out on me.” Jefferson slapped J.R. on the back. “Man, you’ve got a lifetime of complicated issues and drama ahead of you.” Jefferson laughed. “I’m out. On my way to ink this deal.”


“Go get ’em, Pops.”
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Six



 


Holding Ian in her arms, Winter watched Margo feed baby Evan as she swayed in the rocking chair. Her mother seemed so natural breast-feeding the baby, as if it wasn’t that long ago she or one of her other brothers and sisters were drinking from their mother’s breast. Then she thought about the slave mothers who bore babies until their dying day, producing milk not only for their babies but for half of the plantation population. One day, she was going to have one of those small wonders for herself so she could hold and love, Winter thought.


“Pass Ian to me and burp Evan,” Margo said, making the switch with ease. “I was thinking about weaning them off my breasts and giving them a bottle. But there’s something holistic about giving them mother’s milk.”


“I’d help you out, Mom, but I don’t have any milk to give my brothers.”


“You keep those little titties inside that itty bitty bra of yours until you have your own babies.”


Margo and Winter shared a laugh.


“I want to have a baby,” Winter said out of the blue.


“When you get a man who’s committed to spending the rest of his life with you and is willing, as Beyoncé says, to put a ring on it, then you can think about having babies.”


“And if I don’t find that man?”


“Listen up, my wayward child. A lot of responsibility comes with raising a child and even more if you’re a single parent. There’s no way I should be pulling babysitting duties at my age with the exception of my grandchildren, and even then I wouldn’t be at everyone’s beck and call. I made a mistake, and now I’ve got to pay the consequences for my actions.”


“Mistake?” Winter asked with a frown on her face. “You were doing the freaky sneaky with your husband. I know . . . you forgot to get back on the pill.”


Margo looked away, pulled her breast out of a sleeping Ian’s mouth, and then looked back at Winter. “What if they’re not your daddy’s babies?”


Winter’s eyes jutted out of their sockets. She jumped up from her seat, almost forgetting that Evan was in her arms. “Mom, what do you mean that they may not be my daddy’s babies?”


Margo stared at Winter but didn’t say a word.


“Oh my God! Oh my God. Mom please tell me that you and Malik didn’t do the . . . do the . . . that you didn’t get busy. Oh my God. I don’t want to envision it. Oh, Mom, how could you? What would Pastor Dixon say if he knew you’d sinned—broke one of the commandments?”


“Don’t be so dramatic, Winter. You’re going on and on for nothing. No one said that I slept with Malik. Anyway, it’s not Pastor Dixon’s business what I do. It’s between me and Jesus. That’s why I left that congregation; those sisters were too busy getting in my business instead of doing the Lord’s work.”


“Back to the subject. You didn’t deny you slept with Malik. Now I understand why Daddy kept making those snide remarks. He knows, doesn’t he? He knows that you let Malik do the nasty. No wonder he’s not owning up to his responsibilities; Ian and Evan may not be his. Mom, why?”


“Shut up and sit down with my baby, Winter. If you drop him, I’m going to beat your little ass down to the white meat.”


“Don’t try to change the subject. Mom, you’re a loose woman.” Winter laughed.


“Watch your mouth, Winter; I’m still your mother. Be glad I’ve got this baby in my arms because you’d have a print across your face. Then I’d tie together those funky little braids that you’ve got twisted all over your head until your brain hurt.”


Winter started laughing and couldn’t stop. “Mom, you are too funny. Can’t get out of this one.”


“You want to be let in on a secret?”


“Can’t be better than you slept with Malik. Damn, damn, and double damn.”


“It may not be, but it’s going to make you sit back down in that chair, and make you say, Jesus.”


“What is it, Mom, since you’re trying to take the spotlight off of yourself?”


“How about you have another brother you don’t know about?”


Winter looked at Margo before sitting back down. “Another brother where?”


“Do you remember our next-door neighbor, Linda? She has a little boy who should be six about now. Looks exactly like your father and J.R. Things that make you go hmmm.”


It was Winter’s turn to be quiet. Ian burped and she rubbed his back. “Jesus,” she finally said.


“Let’s put the babies down and go into my room,” Margo said.


Winter put Ian down next to Evan. She followed Margo into her room without a word. “Does Daddy know?”


“He and I were together when we ran into them at Cold Stone Creamery almost a year ago. Linda wouldn’t acknowledge it, but in our heart of hearts, your dad and I knew. That’s when I decided to get a divorce.”


“So when did you and Malik get together?”


“That’s a long story, but your father found out about it, and I’d say our marriage was truly in jeopardy. Too much had gone on. I love your dad, but I was having mixed feelings about Malik also. But I shouldn’t have done it.”


“So, have you and Malik . . . how can I say this?”


“Spit it out. You never seem to have trouble saying anything else you want to say.”


“Yeah, Mom, but to learn that your momma’s been screwing around . . .”


“Watch it; you’ve crossed the line. You aren’t that grown. Just because we’re having a mother/daughter discussion doesn’t mean you can say whatever comes out of your mouth.”


“Just a minute ago, you said speak your mind.”


Margo raised her finger to her lips.


“Okay, Mom. No disrespect. The question is . . . have you and Malik been intimate recently? I saw how you perked up when Dad announced that Malik was running for office. I’m sure he saw it, too.”


“So, you and your daddy have gotten close, I see.”


“He’s a lot of things, but he’s still my daddy and I love him. I don’t know if I told you this, but we hang out every now and then. One Sunday, we all went to church with J.R. Can you believe we were following J.R. to church? But J.R. loves it, and I think he’s caught some of those young women’s eyes.”


“I wish he’d call or stop by. I don’t know why J.R. is so angry at me.”


“J.R. has been angry at the world. He felt like an outcast in the family, but now that Daddy has taken him under his wings, he’s another person.”


Margo smiled. “That’s good to hear, but the next time you see your brother, tell him his mother wants to see him. Have you talked to Ivy? She and J.R. seemed to have slipped in some black hole. Ivy and I used to talk all the time. It’s like she’s being secretive and her family is off limits.”


“She and J.R. talk all the time, from what Winston has told me. After all, they lived together when J.R. was in Atlanta. Ivy is closer to J.R. than I am.”


“Did you know that Malik was running for Senator?”


“No, ma’am. First time I heard it was when you heard it.”


The phone began to ring, interrupting their conversation. “Answer it.”


Winter picked up the phone on the third ring. “Hello, this is Margo Myles’ residence.”


“Hey, Winter, this is your big brother, J.R. Where’s Ma?”


Winter arched her eyebrows and made a wide circle with her mouth. “She’s right here.” Winter put her hand over the receiver and pointed at the phone. “Mom, it’s your son, Jefferson Jr.”
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Seven



 


The drive from Atlanta was rather dull although Ivy was grateful that the weather had held up, considering the weatherman had announced that a big storm was getting ready to engulf the southern states. She hated the five-hour drive and the long stretch of road on Interstate 20, but she celebrated each time she closed in on a milestone that would get her closer to her destination.


“Augusta, Columbia, and Florence,” Ivy shouted out loud. “Four more miles to Interstate 95 and then home.”


Excitement mounted as Ivy crossed over from South Carolina into North Carolina. Forty-five minutes to go, and then she’d be in Fayetteville. She rode as if the forty-five minutes of travel would be her last forty-five minutes on earth. She could smell Malik’s cologne and could feel his sloppy kisses all over her, which made her mash the pedal to the metal in her quest to get to her man.


Before she knew it, she was in Fayetteville. She exited Interstate 95 and headed into the city, where she was to meet Malik at his campaign headquarters. She pulled out her cell and punched in his number, her stomach doing flip-flops as she waited anxiously to hear his voice.


“Baby, this is Ivy.” She grinned into the phone when Malik answered. “Guess where I am?”


“You’re in Timbuktu?” Malik teased.


“No,” Ivy said, laughing at his attempt to be funny. “I’ll be at your door in fifteen minutes.”


“Girl, I can’t wait to see you. Why don’t I meet you at Luigi’s instead, since you like Italian food? I don’t want these people to see me make a fool out of myself when you walk in the door. I want that to be a private moment between us. Anyway, I want to make some kind of official announcement when you do come to campaign headquarters.”


“What kind of announcement?”


“That my woman just arrived in the Ville and has come to take her rightful place and shake this campaign up.”


“I like that, baby. Okay, I’ll meet you at Luigi’s. Hurry, I don’t want to wait too long in the lobby. Smooches.”


“Back at ya.”


Ivy drove into Fayetteville. Nothing seemed to have changed since the last time she was there. She drove down Owen Drive and onto the All American Freeway, finally exiting at Morganton Road.


Ivy smiled at some memory as she continued to ride down the street. She sat up straight in her seat when she saw a good-looking brother dressed in a slate gray business suit rush into one of the restaurants to probably meet a client or his woman. Yes, she was back in the Ville—her old stomping grounds.


Turning left onto McPherson Church Street, Ivy eased down the street until she pulled into the parking lot of Luigi’s. Her mouth began to water, thinking about her favorite, She-Crab Soup.


She wondered what her mother would say if she knew that she was having dinner with an older man, her daddy’s ex-friend, a man she believed her mother secretly had a crush on but was too afraid to explore the possibilities of a romantic relationship with him because she made a vow to her husband to love and to cherish until death they did part. Ivy didn’t understand a woman, her mother, who’d wait for a man who had put her and the family through hell, who sat in a federal prison for five years for stealing from his own company, only to divorce him in the end. Well, it was too late now. As much as she believed her mother had a crush on Malik, the man was all hers and she was carrying his baby, although he didn’t know it yet.


Ivy got out of the car and closed the door. She’d have to get a new car if she was going to be paraded around as the girlfriend of the newest senator for the State of North Carolina. Maybe she could talk Malik into loaning her a sizable down payment so she could ride in that nice BMW650i coupe she’d been eyeing for awhile. She temporarily threw a lid on her thoughts upon seeing Malik drive up.
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Eight



 


He was handsome in his Versace suit, black and white shirt with the white tuxedo collar, and a custom-made black, gray and white tie with the words I’m Your Next Senator running the length of it. His chiseled features wrapped up in his arrogance was what attracted her to him, although he had been a challenge most of her teen and adult life.


Ivy smiled as she watched Malik get out of his car and saunter toward her. He was her man—a man who knew what he wanted and how to get it, a man who had the grace and style to back it up. When Malik finally stood in front of her, Ivy welcomed him with open arms, enveloping him in her embrace. She laid her lips on his and assaulted him with kisses.


Malik gently pulled back, and looked around to see if anyone was watching. Ivy smiled again, wiping lipstick from Malik’s lips. She hoped their public display didn’t cause too much attention, although she knew Malik enjoyed every minute of it. Holding hands, Malik ushered Ivy into the restaurant where they were seated almost immediately.


“You’re beautiful,” Malik said, rubbing the top of Ivy’s hand that sat on the table.


“You’re handsome, Senator Malik Mason. That does have a nice ring to it.”


“Thank you. And it will happen.” Malik looked thoughtfully at Ivy. “How was the ride up?”


“Not bad. No, it was horrible. I counted every second, minute and hour before I would see you again. I can say this for sure, it was well worth the wait.”


Malik’s eyes roamed over her, which made Ivy blush. She wished she could get into Malik’s head for only a moment to see what was bouncing around in there. Probably only politics resided inside, but that couldn’t be totally true because she wouldn’t have been sitting in the restaurant with him, if that were the case. So maybe she was a welcomed distraction.


They both jumped when the waitress approached. “Are you ready to order?”


“Yes, I’m famished,” was Ivy’s reply. “A bowl of your She-Crab Soup and your Country Salad with Salmon for me.”


“I’ll have what the lady’s having,” Malik said with a smile.


“Got it,” the waitress said. “Hey, aren’t you Malik Mason who’s running for State Senator?”


Malik was grinning now. “Yes, I’m one in the same.”


The waitress shook Malik’s hand. “You have my vote. I’ve been following you closely, especially after you helped that daycare center get back on its feet after someone stole all of their equipment. My child goes to that center, and everyone sings your praises. You’ll be good for North Carolina.”


“Well, thank you, ma’am.”


“Call me Sharon.”


“Thank you, Sharon. I appreciate your vote of confidence.” Malik stood and shook the waitress’ hand.


“Great! I’m happy to serve you today.” She looked at Ivy and smiled. “And you, too, ma’am.”


“She’s pushing for a hefty tip,” Malik said when the waitress was gone.


“Well, Mr. Mason, you made her day. I think you can count on fifty extra votes on account of it.”


“I think you’re right, Ivy. But I figured seventy-five extra votes.” Malik and Ivy laughed.


It was obvious the waitress had run back and told all the help that Malik was dining with them. Every few minutes, a waiter or waitress happened to pass by, hovering around long enough to get a glimpse of Ivy and Malik.


“You are a bona fide celebrity,” Ivy said, unable to converse with Malik as she planned. “I can’t wait to get you away from here so we can have some privacy. I need some ‘me time’ with the senator-to-be without his fan club.”


“You’re not jealous, I hope. There will be plenty more days and nights to come when there will be demand for my attention. I hope you’ll be by my side.”


“There’s no question about it. I’ll always be there for you, baby.”


Malik smiled. “How does Senator and Mrs. Malik Mason sound?” Malik sat back in his seat, ready to assess Ivy’s response to his question.


Ivy gasped. Her eyes bulged from their sockets. She stared at Malik as if he were a mirage, then held her chest. “Malik . . . are you asking me . . . are you saying what I think you’re . . . Are you asking me to be your wife?” Ivy felt embarrassed when Malik didn’t reply. She waited for a response.


“You’re so funny to watch, but you’re not imagining a thing. Unless your brain waves were turned off, you interpreted everything correctly.”


“That wasn’t fair, having me sit on pins and needles looking as if I’d lost my mind.”


“Shhhh,” Malik said, as he drew her fingers to his lips and kissed them. Ivy watched as Malik went into his coat pocket and pulled out a black velvet box. He opened the box and there sat a five-carat, Princess-cut diamond engagement ring. “I haven’t had an opportunity to ask your dad for his blessing, which I’m sure he wouldn’t give.”


Ivy ignored what Malik said about asking her father for her hand in marriage. Her eyes were glued on the ring. “Oh, oh, oh,” was all that came from Ivy’s mouth.


“May I have your hand?”


Ivy gently laid her hand in Malik’s.


“Will you, Ivy Nicole Myles, marry me?”


Tears gushed from Ivy’s eyes. “Will I . . . will I marry you? Yes, yes, yes!” Ivy almost shouted out loud. “Oh my God, yes.” Tears continued to flow.


Malik took the ring and placed it on Ivy’s finger. She gawked at the size of the ring and held out her hand to admire it. “It’s so beautiful, Malik.”


“Not half as beautiful as you are.”


“I love you, Malik. You’ve made me so happy.” Ivy cried some more, stopping a moment to gaze at the diamond that sat on her finger. “I love you,” she mouthed again.
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