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C h a p t e r 1

 


Derrick Rawlings lifted his
6’1” frame from the plush chair. He walked slowly to the window and
gazed out at the calm waves of the Arkansas River. Meetings kept
him very busy all day. He had worked his butt off for six years in
London, and his efforts had helped Rawlings Industries become a
multinational company. He rarely thought about coming back
home.

Derrick stood there
with his long fingers shoved into the pockets of his black designer
slacks. He leaned against the window frame and observed the waves.
He, like the waves rising below, was turbulent. His heart had ached
for his family in Arkansas, but he didn’t want to come back. His
father had suffered a mild heart attack, and his mother had
insisted that he retire and that Derrick come home to replace his
father as president of the company. Professionally, he had no
problem stepping into his father’s shoes; personally, he didn’t
want to be in the same country, let alone the same state,
with her.

It had been six years since
he’d left Arkansas. Six years, five months, seven days, sixteen
hours, ten minutes, and twenty seconds to be exact—and counting. He
could see the face of the beautiful, brown-skinned woman float to
the surface. He recalled the first time he had seen her. They had
met at a local college hangout at the University of Arkansas in
Fayetteville. At twenty-five, he had been in his last year of
graduate school for business. She was in her second year of medical
school. She wanted to specialize in obstetrics. Derrick could still
see her long, thick, black hair framing her oval face and could
practically smell the scent of her.

He thought of their many
nights of sizzling hot passion that had remained etched in his
mind. He could still feel her soft, wet, wild body underneath his
as they moaned each other’s name over and over again. He felt his
body tremble when he remembered how he loved, stroked, and caressed
her body from head to toe, not leaving one part unloved. He had
been surprised, but arrogantly pleased, to discover he was her
first lover.

Lord knew he’d been no
angel. Until he met her, he was a man who constantly enjoyed the
company of beautiful women. If anyone had even suggested that he
would fall in love and want to marry — Shari or any other woman —
he would have laughed in their face. But Shari was different. She
was special. She had touched his heart. He had fallen in love with
her. She made him a one woman man. However, she wasn’t a one-man
woman. His jaw tightened as the memory of her and his best friend
entered his mind. They deserved each other; yet, Derrick couldn’t
help wondering if they were still together. He hoped not to ever
run into them. A knock interrupted his thoughts.

“Come in,” Derrick answered
as he turned toward the door.

It was Trevor Wilson.
Trevor was in charge of the marketing department. He stopped just
inside the doorway. “Busy?” he asked.

“No, come on
in.”

Derrick strode to the
sideboard and picked up the silver coffee pot to top off his
coffee.

He nodded toward Trevor who
shook his head no and took the chair across from Derrick. Returning
to his seat, Derrick closed the folder on the desk.

“Thanks for naming me head
of the marketing department,” Trevor said.

“There is no reason to
thank me. I chose the right man for the position.”

Trevor smiled and said,
“Okay. So, how do you feel about coming home?”

Derrick took a deep breath,
thinking of the words to describe how he really felt. “To be
honest,” he began, “I have mixed feelings about it, but under the
circumstances, I have no other choice.”

He knew Trevor was aware of
the reason behind his sudden transfer. Trevor had never met the
woman that made him leave Little Rock and settle in London, but he
had heard about her.

“Are you ready for Japan?”
Derrick asked abruptly.

Trevor cast him a cool
look. “Yes, I have everything under control. I realize this is a
great business opportunity for the company.”

“A very important one. With
this move we open the door wider. Internationally. So nothing can
go wrong.”

Trevor nodded. “I know, I
know, Mr. Rawlings,” he teased. “I’m ready. Nothing will go
wrong.”

Derrick leaned back in his
chair and massaged the back of his neck. “Sorry man, force of
habit.”

“Think nothing of
it.”

The intercom buzzed,
interrupting them. Derrick leaned over and punched the
button.

“Deborah,” he said,
“continue to hold all my calls, please.”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Rawlings,
but your mother is on line one. I thought you would want to speak
with her.”

“Excuse me, Trevor. Let me
take this.” He pressed the blinking phone button as Trevor quietly
left the office. “Hello, Mother. How’s Dad? Is he taking his
medication? What did the doctor say?”

His father had a follow up
appointment to see the cardiologist. He figured something had to be
wrong for his mother to call him this early in the morning from
Montego Bay, where they were spending their post-retirement
years.

“He’s doing very well,” his
mother, Eleanor Rawlings, replied. “He is taking his medication and
the doctor says as long as he takes it easy, he will live another
thirty-to-forty years. I am calling because I promised your father
I would call and see how you’re settling in.”

Derrick smiled to himself.
Dad would never change. He was still determined to hold on to the
power he was forced to relinquish. It was determination, talent,
and focus that made Albert Rawlings a prominent force in the
computer industry. Those qualities were what made the company a
giant in technology. Derrick couldn’t imagine him not being around,
controlling and manipulating an organization of more than ten
thousand employees, but his second heart attack forced him to give
that up.

“Tell Dad to continue
taking his medication and listen to the doctor. Everything is going
smoothly, and I am settling in well,” he added quickly. “Even the
hospital fundraiser is on schedule for tonight.”

Each year his mother hosted
a fundraiser to increase awareness about African-Americans and
heart disease. It was a formal affair held annually at the
Excelsior Hotel in downtown Little Rock. Eleanor had been
chairwoman of the event for the past couple of years.

“I’m so glad you’re
continuing the fundraiser. I thought maybe we would have to
postpone it when your father became ill. I feel better knowing it’s
going to go on as scheduled.”

“How is he adjusting to
retirement?”

She took a deep breath.
“Well, as you know, it was difficult for him at first because he’s
used to being in the thick of things, but he seems to be
adjusting.”

“Where is he now?” He
wanted to speak with his father, maybe get some last minute
instructions and advice.

“He went fishing. He
doesn’t want to admit it, but he’s having the time of his life.”
Eleanor laughed.

“I envy him.” Derrick
joined in the laughter.

“I want you to know that
we both feel a lot better knowing that you’re president of Rawlings
Industries,” Eleanor chimed in. “Your father will call next week to
see how things are going. My love to you,” she added quickly and
disconnected.

Derrick sat glued to the
chair. He slowly placed the phone back into the cradle and ran his
hand across his head. Did she just say she loved him? He couldn’t
remember the last time she echoed those words.

“I’m almost afraid to know
what could possibly happen next,” he said.

 


*****

 


C h a p t e r 2

 


Dr. Shari Thomas swung her
long, brown legs out the car door, avoiding the water running along
the curb. She withdrew a small, black compact umbrella, pressed a
button, and it opened smoothly with a whooshing sound. With her
head lowered and umbrella braced, she dashed through the summer
rain. Taking shelter under a building overhang, she folded her
dripping umbrella and stepped through the glass doors. She hurried
along the bright corridor to the closest elevator.

When the doors opened
again, the unit secretary, Marion Bennett, greeted
Shari.

“Good afternoon, Dr.
Thomas.”

“Good afternoon, Marion.
What room is my patient in?”

Marion gave Shari the
patient’s chart. “Mrs. Adams is in labor room two.”

A moment later Shari
knocked and entered the labor room. She smiled. “Felicia, how are
you?”

“I’m tired all the time,
Dr. Thomas,” she whined. “My back aches, my head hurts, and I look
like a beached whale. I heard that being pregnant changes the body,
but I had no idea it would do this to me.”

Felicia Adams was
40-years-old. Her husband was ten years younger, and he’d always
wanted a family. Until she married him, she was perfectly satisfied
with not having children. Like many women, she chose to put her
career first.

“What you are experiencing
is very common,” Shari explained. “Babies take the nutrients and
leave you drained. You’re carrying twins, and you’re at the stage
when most women are slowing down, so you’re more exhausted.” She
pulled a stethoscope from around her neck. “Are you taking your
prenatal vitamins?”

Felicia nodded.
“Faithfully. David makes sure of it.”

Shari listened to her
patient’s heart and then checked her lungs. Both were clear. She
placed the instrument to Felicia’s stomach and smiled up at her
when one of the babies kicked. Straightening, she pulled the
stethoscope from her ears. “Feels like they’re running a marathon
in there.”

“I know,” Felicia said,
smiling. “Happens all the time.”

Shari’s smile waned. “I got
your glucose test results back,” she said.

“What is it, Dr.
Thomas?”

Shari took a deep breath.
“The results show you have gestational diabetes.”

Felicia’s face immediately
became pale. “Is it life threatening?”

“It can be, but we can keep
it under control with the proper treatment.”

“If you can’t?” Felicia
asked, alarmed.

Shari reached out and
grabbed Felicia’s hand, squeezing it tenderly. “With you and me
working together, I’m sure everything is going to be fine. First
we’ll put you on a special meal plan and schedule light physical
activity.”

Thirty minutes later, Shari
watched Felicia Adams waddle out the door. Shari left the hospital
and drove the ten minutes back to her office in North Little Rock,
Arkansas. Felicia had been her only patient at the hospital to
check up on. Once inside her office, she allowed the peace and
quiet to surround her as she made final notes on Felicia Adam’s
chart.

All of her life, Shari knew
she wanted to be a doctor. No one expected the poor, country girl
from West Memphis, Arkansas to succeed. But her mother believed in
her. At thirty-five, Shari had her own medical practice, but she
found it was not enough. She longed to find someone to love and
marry. She thought she’d found him once, but it wasn’t meant to
be.

Shari walked into
the outer office. The paintings of Gauguin, Renoir, and
Toulouse-Lautrec, displayed on the soft tan walls enhanced the
area. A coffee table was covered with Pregnancy, American Baby, Baby Years, Parents, Ebony,
and Jet
magazines.
Across the room, a television set and rubber
plant sat next to each other.

As Shari reached the filing
cabinet, she heard a familiar voice ask, “How’s Mrs. Adams?” She
turned to see Camilla, her best friend and partner, walking toward
the reception desk.

Shari sighed deeply. “She
has gestational diabetes.”

“Think you can control it?”
Camilla asked, walking around and leaning against the
desk.

“If she cooperates and
follows the meal and physical exercises we discussed.”

“I’m sure she will. She
really wants those babies.” Camilla leaned forward and smiled. “Are
you ready for the hospital fundraiser?” she asked, changing the
subject.

Shari glanced at her
friend. “Is that tonight?” She put a prenatal chart back in its
proper place in the file cabinet. She had been working so hard the
past couple of weeks that the event had slipped her
mind.

“Are you still going?”
Camilla asked in a voice that dared Shari to back out.

Shari studied her
friend for a moment as she tried to decide whether to
attend. What the heck, she thought, I might as well go
ahead as planned. “Yes, I’m still going,”
she replied. “But we have to make a trip to the mall before it
closes. That reminds me, I have to call Kevin to find out what time
he’s coming by to pick me up.”

Shari disappeared in her
office, reappearing a few minutes later with her black clutch purse
in hand.

“Kevin is escorting you
tonight?” Camilla asked as they walked out of the office to Shari’s
Mercedes.

“Yes, he’s escorting
me.”

Shari and Dr. Kevin Mason
had been going out occasionally for the past couple of months. He
wasn’t the most exciting man alive, but he was solid, stable, and a
successful cardiologist. She couldn’t help but smile as she
remembered her first glance of him. He had walked into the
maternity unit for a consultation. He was average height and his
skin looked like rich coffee sweetened with just a touch of cream.
The female staff threw themselves at him, but Shari remained
professional. After six months of turning down his advances, she
gave in and agreed to a dinner invitation.

Camilla slid onto the
passenger seat, casting a thoughtful glance at Shari.

“I know how you really feel
about him,” Camilla said, “and it’s not the same way he feels about
you.” She raised a perfectly arched brow. “Or have things
changed?”

Shari returned her friend’s
glance for a moment. “If you’re thinking what I think you’re
thinking, the answer is no. You know my past. I want to take things
slow.”

Camilla smiled wickedly. “I
know how long it’s been since you’ve been with a man. Six years to
be exact. So you may be thinking it’s time to end that
drought.”

Shari exhaled a long
breath, turned the key in the ignition, and started the
motor. Why does Camilla have to mention my
drought? she thought. She was well aware
of how long it had been since a man had been in her
bed.

“How does Kevin feel about
your decision to abstain?”

“He said he understands,”
Shari answered, pulling out into traffic. She knew sooner or later,
if she continued to see Kevin, he would want more out of the
relationship. She just wasn’t sure he was the one she wanted to end
her drought with.

“You believe
him?”

“How was
your day?” She’d had enough of Camilla’s habitual spiel about her
love life. Camilla didn’t have to worry about her love life. Shari
could have dated more often if she wanted. Like Kevin, men found
her attractive. If she wanted, she could have had a date—a
real date—this evening
for the fundraiser. The handsome mechanic at the auto dealership
where she got her car serviced made her well aware that he would be
more than happy to get to know her better. She smiled and kindly
informed him she already had a date.

Camilla smothered a laugh.
“Okay, okay! We’ll talk about it later. How’s my godson? Can we
talk about him?”

“Christian is at his friend
Brandon’s house. You’ll get a chance to see him later. I’m picking
him up after we leave the mall,” Shari explained as she found a
space close to the entrance of McCain Mall. “Now let’s focus our
attention on what’s really important,” Shari added before opening
her car door. “Shopping. ”

*****

The smooth voice of Sade’s
“Paradise” flowed from the CD player on the shelf of the cabinet in
the living room. Shari added a pair of black earrings to the
ensemble she wore.

She crossed the thick,
brown carpet to check her final appearance in the European style,
three-mirror vanity table. She had decided to up sweep her long,
black hair. A long, graceful curl hung freely on each side of her
oval face. She looked at herself from three different angles. Not
bad, she thought. Her long fingers traveled up and down the length
of the expensive clinging floor length, black velvet gown. She
stepped into her matching high-heeled Italian pumps and added an
extra light coat of lipstick.

She felt so good. She began
singing along to the record, moving to the beat, the hypnotic sound
reminding her of how much she loved to dance.

“Mom, you look pretty,”
Christian spoke from the doorway. The smiling face of her son was
always a warm sight. Christian was tall and slim for his age of
five. His features were the replicas of his father.

“Thank you.” She smiled and
blew him a kiss.

Christian came farther into
the bedroom and plunged onto the bed. “You’re going out with Dr.
Mason?”

“Yes, I am.” She gave him a
kiss on the forehead. “We’re going to a fundraiser.”

He frowned. “What is a
fundraiser?”

“It’s like a big party,
where everyone dresses up and gives money to people who need it,”
Shari carefully explained.

Christian seemed satisfied
with the answer. He went over to Shari’s vanity table, lightly
touching the expensive perfume bottles, careful not to break
them.

He looked back at his
mother and said, “I like Dr. Mason, don’t you, Mom?”

“Yes. I like Dr.
Mason.”

Shari knew what her son
wanted to talk about. She knew how much her son adored Dr. Mason
and vice versa. He was hoping one day they would become a
family.

“All right, sweetheart,”
Shari found herself saying. “Let’s get you ready for bed. Mrs.
Miller should be here any minute now.”

“Mom, it’s still early,” he
protested.

“You don’t have to go to
bed now, but let’s get you in your pajamas. I want you in bed by
nine o’clock,” she called after Christian, who was running down the
hallway to his bedroom.

“Mom, I can put my own
pajamas on.” He opened the chest of drawers and chose a pair of
pajamas with a picture of Grover from Sesame Street on the front.
He began taking his clothes off. “I’m a big boy,” he said proudly.
“I can dress myself.”

“I see.” Shari smiled at
him. He was growing up so fast.

“See?” Christian began to
pull awkwardly at his pants.

Shari laughed. “All right.
I’m going. I guess you don’t need my help.”

She left Christian’s
bedroom and headed down the hallway to the living room. The antique
clock in the hallway chimed the half hour—seven-thirty. Dr. Mason
would be picking her up in thirty minutes.

She placed her small, black
clutch purse on the ivory colored circular sofa and looked proudly
around the room, taking in the European style of the furnishings.
She crossed the room and turned off the CD player. She spent long
hours away from home, and when she returned, she enjoyed enclosing
herself with beautiful surroundings.

The pieces were light in
color but massive, giving the room a bright aura and making it cozy
and comfortable. She ran her fingers gently across the back of the
antique lounging chair. She’d spotted the collector’s item at a
garage sale. She had even managed to talk the man down from his
asking price, purchasing it for half the price. She’d had the chair
upholstered to match the rest of the ivory colored decor. Art by
African-Americans hanging on the soft, white walls had taken months
to locate but were worth the time and expense.

The sound of the doorbell
interrupted her thoughts. Shari peeked through the peephole,
finding Mrs. Miller standing on the doorstep.

“I’m sorry to be running
late, child,” Mrs. Miller said, sounding out of breath. “Those
grandchildren of mine ’bout to run me crazy.” She smiled. “Bless
their little hearts. They didn’t want Grandma to leave.” Mrs.
Miller strolled lazily over to the sofa, put down her crocheting
bag, then turned back to Shari with outstretched arms and gave her
a hug. “Child, don’t you look nice. That doctor friend of yours is
going to have a heart attack when he sees you,” she chattered on.
“It’s a good thing he’s a heart doctor cause when he sees you, he’s
going to need one himself.” She threw her head back with a big
laugh.

Shari blushed. “That’s the
idea, Mrs. Miller.”

“Well, child, you don’t
have to worry about that.”

“Tonight, you are what the
doctor ordered.” Mrs. Miller began looking around the room.
“Where’s my little man?”

“He’s putting on his
pajamas. He should be out in a minute.”

“I better fix him
something to eat. That boy is bound to be hungry. Where he puts it,
I’ll never know.” She shook her head. “Skinny as a rail just like
his mama. If you need me, I’ll be in the kitchen.”

Shari watched the plump,
middle-aged woman turn and hurry into the kitchen. A few moments
later the sound of pots and pans was followed by the soft singing
of “Amazing Grace.”

Shari had been in
desperate need of a babysitter for several weeks when Mrs. Billie
Mae Miller responded to the ad she placed in the
Arkansas Democrat-Gazette. The Hershey-hued woman with the congenial smile, sparkling
bright eyes, and dark hair that streaked softly at the temple was
heaven sent. She was a nice looking woman. Though she had a choice
of suitors, she chose to remain single after her husband’s death
ten years ago.

Shari and Christian both
took to her right away. Shari hated to think what they would do
without her. With her parents having passed and being an only
child, Shari felt Mrs. Miller was more like family than just an
ordinary babysitter.

Shari opened the door to
Dr. Mason at exactly eight o’clock. He smiled at her with
satisfaction displayed on his face. “Hello Shari. You look lovely,”
he said.

“Thank you, Kevin. You
don’t look too shabby yourself.”

He looked debonair in his
black tuxedo. He pulled a bouquet of red roses from behind his
back.

“For you,” he said as he
stepped into the room. He stopped in front of her and planted a
gentle kiss on her cheek.

“Kevin, they’re lovely,”
she said in a soft voice.

She turned and walked into
the den to find a vase for the roses.

“Hi Dr. Mason,” Christian
shouted, running buoyantly into the room.

“Hey little man,” Kevin
said, hugging him. “How have you been?”

“Fine.” Christian smiled.
“You still gonna take me to play putt-putt?”

“I sure am.”

“Can we go Sunday?”
Christian asked.

“Sure we can.” Kevin
shifted his gaze to Shari as she re-entered the living room. “If
it’s okay with your mother.”

Shari met her son’s bright
eyes of anticipation.

“Can we, Mom?” Christian
begged.

“I don’t see why not, but
it will be after church.”

“Of course,” Kevin
answered. “Are you ready?”

She nodded. “Just let me
grab my purse, and we can be on our way.”

Shari reclaimed her purse,
kissed Christian, and said goodbye to Mrs. Miller.

On the ride through Little
Rock, Kevin slipped an Eric Benet CD into the player. Benet’s
smooth crooning kept them company as Kevin concentrated on the road
ahead. Shari looked out into the darkness as the BMW sped along,
heading west on Interstate 30.

Splashes of haze
glowed from the tall lampposts that lined the city. She glanced
over at Kevin. He gave her a wink, and his right hand came down and
squeezed her left hand affectionately. Shari returned a tight
smile. If it wasn’t for
medicine, she thought, we wouldn’t have anything in common.

****

Derrick’s eyes scanned the
room; the fundraiser was successful. His parents would be pleased.
The guest list was impressive, ranging from doctors, lawyers, and
politicians. The list was endless.

His brother, Lance,
interrupted his thoughts. “How long is this event going to
last?”

Lance was five years older
than Derrick. He enjoyed women, partying, and living life to the
fullest. Derrick lost count over the years how often his parents
had to go through the humiliation of numerous paternity suits.
Lucky for Lance, they turned out false each time.

“Patience, big brother. It
will be over soon.”

“It’s been a long day. I’m
tired, bored, and ready to turn in.” Lance looked at the petite
woman latched onto his arm. “I could find better things to do.” He
planted a deep kiss onto her lips.

“Hello, Derrick.” The
greeting came from Mia Dallas, who approached the small
group.

Derrick looked over at her.
She was enjoying the display put on by Lance and his
date.

“Hello, Mia,” Derrick
replied.

Mia reached out, taking
Derrick’s hand in hers. “Why don’t we follow their lead and let me
welcome you home properly?”

Derrick had dated Mia in
graduate school. Their relationship had been over for years. In a
few weeks time, Mia must have heard that he was president of the
company and still eligible. Derrick realized that she wanted to
pick up where they left off, but it wasn’t going to happen;
although he had to admit she was still one of the most beautiful
women he’d ever seen. She was from a good family, background, and
social standing. When he fell in love with Shari, none of those
things mattered.

Derrick released her hand.
“Mia, we’re no longer together.”

Mia looked at him with
dreamy eyes. “I know that. I was just hoping that after all of this
time we could rekindle what we once had. I know you still remember
how good we were together.”

“I admit we were good at
one time, but it’s been over between us for years. So let me tell
you, so there is no misunderstanding, we will never go back to the
way it was.” The statement was firm. “Do you
understand?”

Mia’s neck snapped back.
She raised her chin and stared at him for a moment.

“I understand perfectly,”
she said.

“Good,” Derrick declared,
“because I don’t want to ever have this conversation with you
again.” And with that, he stomped off in the opposite direction
without a backward glance.

“Fine.” Mia’s eyes hardened
as she watched him disappear into the crowd.

****

Shari made her way through
the crowd, nodding acknowledgments and shaking hands. Kevin spotted
some acquaintances and went over to mingle.

“Would you like something
to drink?” A tall, young waiter asked, holding out a wine tray.
Shari took a glass of white wine.

“You are wearing that
dress,” a soft voice said behind her. She turned to see Camilla
standing there. “Move over Jennifer Lopez, there is a new diva in
town!” The humor in her voice brought a blush to Shari’s
cheeks.

“You don’t think it’s too
risqué?” Shari tugged on the dress self-consciously.

“No,” Camilla exclaimed.
“We went through this at the mall. It looked fine then and it looks
fine now. Besides, what’s wrong with taking a little risk every now
and then? Keeps you young.” Both women laughed. Camilla squeezed
Shari’s arm in reassurance.

Camilla could have passed
for a high-fashion model tonight herself. She was wearing a
strapless red dress, revealing her slender figure. She didn’t need
to wear makeup. Her beauty was natural, exquisite, and
flawless.

“This is really nice,”
Camilla said, as they walked around and peeked inside the various
rooms. “The Rawlings really outdid themselves.”

Shari’s body tightened. She
took another sip of wine to compose herself. “You didn’t tell me
that the Rawlings sponsored this fundraiser,” she said.

“I thought you knew.
Eleanor Rawlings sponsors the fundraiser for heart disease every
year.” Camilla craned her head around searching for the Rawling’s
Lady Matriarch. “ I haven’t seen her yet.”

“She’s probably still
hanging upside down in her cave.”

“Shari, that’s not nice,”
Camilla chuckled.

“I don’t care. That woman
hates me,” Shari said. “If I knew she sponsors this event, I
wouldn’t have come.”

“Well, you should have read
the tickets. The Rawling’s name is at the bottom.”

“Kevin bought the tickets.
All he told me was that we were going.” Shari placed her glass on a
passing tray. “I’m out of here.”

During the past six years,
she had only seen one member of the Rawlings family—and that was
Lance—a year ago at McCain Mall. Shari was there with Christian.
Lance did a double take at Christian, spoke, but didn’t ask
questions. He didn’t have to.

She figured if Derrick
knew, he would have come back to town and demanded to be a part of
his son’s life. What they shared was unforgettable; she had given
her virtue to him, and it had been the most fulfilling time she’d
ever shared with a man. Then it fell apart. Derrick had accused her
of being unfaithful. When he confronted her, she denied it, of
course. He didn’t believe her, and the relationship was over. The
breakup was very painful. Shortly after, she found out she was
pregnant.

Shari hadn’t had the
courage to ask Lance about Derrick. Was he still in London? How was
he doing? Had he changed much? Was he ever coming back to town?
Most Important, was he married? Why should she care? He made it
perfectly clear it was over between them. She tried to convince
herself she wanted to know simply for Christian’s sake.

Camilla and Shari strolled
back into the main room. A woman’s low throaty laugh amid a
clinking of glasses came from across the room. Shari spotted Lance
with an obviously younger looking woman on his arm. Their eyes
locked. He smiled. Shari nodded then turned to walk
away.

“Wait a minute. Where are
you going?” Camilla took a sip of wine.

“I’m going to find Kevin.”
Shari noticed Camilla’s gaze shifting from her to an object over
her shoulder. “What is it?” She was just about to turn around when
Camilla answered her.

“You’re not going to
believe this, but Derrick Rawlings is coming this way.”

“What? Where?” She forced
herself to turn and Derrick came into her line of vision, moving
through the crowd shaking hands and greeting the guests.

Six years may have passed
but the man still could awaken the sensitive areas all over her
body. The years had been good to him. He was still jaw-dropping
gorgeous. She tossed the word around in her head—gorgeous. The word
didn’t begin to describe him. As always, he was impeccably dressed.
He still possessed style that denoted his wealth, authority, and
power.

Like her, heads
swiveled as he greeted the guests. He had that something that always set him apart
from other men. The crisp white shirt extended delicately beyond
the black tuxedo jacket. The collar of his shirt lightly caressed
his neck. His black pants softly touched the top of his expensive
shoes.

Derrick’s gaze fixed
on the woman who suddenly came into focus. He frowned, thinking
there was no way it could be her. He drew in a deep breath and
crossed the room.

Shari forced herself to
blink. When her former lover stopped in front of her, her heart
slammed against her rib cage, and a warm feeling settled between
her thighs. Her mouth opened to speak, but nothing came
out.

“Derrick,” she finally
said, her voice barely above a whisper. “When did you move back to
town?”

“Never mind that.” His
voice was cold. “What are you doing here?”

Shari stole a quick glance
at Camilla. She was standing quiet, looking from one to the other.
Shari returned Derrick’s hard expression with one of her
own.

“For your information,”
Shari replied, “I was invited.”

Derrick inclined his head
slightly. “I don’t remember inviting you. But you do have a habit
of being in places you’re not supposed to be.” Without another
word, he turned and walked past her. Shari’s heart sank as she
watched Derrick greet a couple next to her warmly. She was still
getting over the shock of his rebuff when Kevin came up behind her
and put his arms around her waist.

“Come on, I’d like to
dance with my favorite girl,” he whispered in her ear.

Before she had a chance to
answer, Kevin weaved her through the crowd until he reached the
center of the dance floor. Shari momentarily closed her eyes. She
reopened them, looking up at Kevin. Clearly he was oblivious to
what had happened.

He took her carefully in
his arms. She fell against his chest, inhaled the scent of his
cologne, and adjusted herself comfortably to his long, hard body.
She felt his fingers gently touching the soft flesh of her
shoulders and moving down the graceful curve of her back to the
swell of her hips.

She felt a wild urge to
break free from him, but she tried to unwind and let Kevin lead her
through the dance. She clung to him and wondered when the song
would end and if Derrick was watching.

“Shari, are you okay?”
Kevin asked. “You seem tense.”

She nodded, refusing to
look at Kevin for fear he would notice she was not okay.

****

“Derrick?”

“Huh?” He glanced at his
brother standing beside him. His attention was elsewhere. Derrick
watched Shari dancing in the arms of a man he didn’t know. His eyes
narrowed when the man’s hand moved down to Shari’s hips. Her
slender fingers moved the man’s hands up. Seconds later they
descended again. Derrick took a deep breath to calm
himself.

“Have you heard a word I’ve
said?” Lance asked.

Derrick gave Lance his full
attention. “I heard every word you said.” He glanced over at Shari
again.

Lance’s questioning gaze
followed the direction of Derrick’s on the dance floor.

“You wouldn’t be jealous,
now would you?” Lance teased.

Anger flashed briefly in
Derrick’s eyes. “I thought you were leaving.”

Lance threw his hands up in
a mock gesture of surrender. “Just an observation.”

Questions about the man’s
identity swirled around in Derrick’s head. He wondered if they were
a couple or if the guy was just someone who wanted to dance. Then
he got his answer. He looked just in time to see them leaving
together.

*****

 


Ch a p t e r
3

 


“What would you like for
breakfast?” Shari asked before planting a kiss on Christian’s
forehead.

“Pancakes,” he answered and
took off running into the kitchen. “I get to beat the pancake
mix.”

“Okay, that will be your
job this morning. Why don’t you get the bowl down from the
cabinet?”

Shari smiled as she watched
her son slide a kitchen chair over to the cabinet to retrieve the
large bowl. She reached inside the pantry to get the pancake mix. A
few minutes later, she poured water and pancake mix in the bowl.
She watched affectionately as her son stirred the mixture.
Satisfied he was okay for the moment, she turned and went into the
living room and turned the phone ringer back on. She had turned it
off last night after she returned from the fundraiser. She figured
Kevin and Camilla both tried to contact her. Kevin wasn’t pleased
that she shortened their evening together. She did not say good
night to Camilla and knew she’d hear about it later. The answering
service had her pager number and could have paged her if they
needed to reach her during the night for any medical
emergencies.

Sighing in disgust, she
could not believe how she let Derrick get to her the way he did.
She had practically run out of the place. The man still posed a
threat to her, even after all of this time. She frowned. Despite
how she felt now, she still remembered the way he looked and spoke
to her. It was as if they had never meant anything to each
other.

Her first meeting with
Derrick had been more than six years ago in the local college
hangout. Derrick looked handsome, dressed in black designer slacks
that encased those long legs and muscular thighs. A black shirt
emphasized his wide chest. When he stopped directly in front of
her, she felt like the luckiest woman in the world.

They spent the rest of the
evening getting to know each other. He told her that he was born
and raised in Little Rock. His family owned a successful business.
She in turn told him that her widowed mother struggled to raise her
alone in Memphis, Tennessee. She had worked several jobs to allow
her to send Shari to college.

It was only after Shari
went out with Derrick that she discovered how successful, powerful,
and wealthy his family was. Though worlds apart, they dated
regularly and soon were an item.

When the time was right,
she had given herself to him and that began many nights of
passionate lovemaking. She couldn’t control the images of his hands
on her body when he held her in his arms, the sweet taste of his
lips on hers, his body on top of hers, looking in her eyes as the
two of them gently, passionately made love. She still remembered
holding tight to his shoulders while he was on top of her making
love to her, taking her mind and body on a wild roller coaster ride
of total fulfillment. Heat collected in her feminine spot. She
tried to push the memories aside, annoyed that he still had the
power to make her feel so much.

After Shari and Christian
ate, Shari finished the dishes and put them away. Christian headed
into the living room and put in the Spider Man cartoon DVD. He must
have watched it a million times.

Fifteen
minutes later, a horn in the driveway sent a shiver through Shari.
She blew out a breath. Relax, she thought.
She glanced over at Christian, engaged in the
movie and strutted to the door.

“What took you so long to
open the door?”

Camilla waltzed past Shari
carrying a box of Krispy Kreme doughnuts and took a seat on the
circular sofa. “I must have been on that doorbell for at least five
minutes.”

Shari shook her head.
Camilla could over dramatize sometimes. “It was only a
minute.”

“How are you feeling? I
tried calling you several times last night, but you didn’t answer,
so I figured I’d better come by to see how you’re
doing.”

Shari sighed in
resignation. “I’m fine.” She claimed a seat on the sofa next to
Camilla. She saw the sympathy in Camilla’s face and knew her friend
remembered how broken hearted she was when the relationship ended
between her and Derrick.

When Shari discovered she
was pregnant with Christian, Camilla had stuck by her and was with
her during childbirth. Camilla had probably come to say she would
stick by her during this situation with Derrick. Shari glanced at
Christian and said, “Honey, why don’t you go and play in your
room?”

Christian poked out his
bottom lip. “Mom!”

“You can finish watching
the movie later, I promise.” Shari said, running a hand over his
head.

Without another word,
Christian rose from the sofa and headed toward his
bedroom.

“I’m really sorry about
last night, Shari,” Camilla continued once it was safe to talk. “ I
can’t believe Derrick reacted the way he did. Do you think he knows
about Christian?”

“If he does, he doesn’t
care,” Shari said, her mind continuously playing back the way he
had dismissed her.

“I doubt that. I believe if
he knew, he would not have reacted the way he did. He may be guilty
of many things, but irresponsibility isn’t one of them.”

“You still believe I should
have told him?” Shari let out a long breath, a mixture of
frustration and exhaustion.

“Yes. I believe that he
should have been dragged back here years ago,” Camilla said.
“Christian deserves to know his father.” She reached out and
covered Shari’s hand with her own. “Despite how I felt, I always
stood by your decision, but it’s only a matter of time before he
finds out.”

“I’m aware of that,” Shari
said dryly. She raised herself from the sofa and headed toward the
kitchen. “You want some coffee?”

Camilla grabbed the box of
doughnuts and followed Shari. “What are you going to
do?”

“How do you want your
coffee?” Shari asked.

“You’re avoiding the
conversation.” Camilla folded her arms.

Shari blew out a breath. “I
don’t know.”

Camilla accepted the
offered cup and took a seat at the breakfast table. She lifted a
doughnut from the box and motioned for Shari to take one, too, but
she declined.

Shari sat next to her at
the table. “Don’t you think I’ve thought about him finding out? I’m
surprised Lance hasn’t told him.”

“Why?”

“The Rawlings are a very
powerful family around here.”

“And?” Camilla’s arched an
eyebrow. “This is between you and Derrick.”

“Not if Eleanor and Albert
get involved. Christian is their first grandchild. A son. The next
generation to carry on the great Rawlings name. There is no way I
could stop them in court if they decide to gain
custody.”

Camilla’s features bunched
together in a knot. “Why would they do that?”

“Two reasons. One: they
never thought I was good enough for their son. Two: the way things
ended with Derrick and me, I’m sure they will never let me forget
it.”

“I’m thinking about
Christian here,” Camilla said. “What happened between you two was a
misunderstanding. I would hate to see Christian continue to grow up
without his father, his family. We’ve both been through that. Your
father passed when you were a teenager, and mine left when I was
six.” Her voice trailed off. “No child should go through
that.”

Shari got to her feet and
paced. “I’m sure any explanation I gave Derrick now would be one he
doesn’t want to hear.”

“Make Derrick listen,”
Camilla pleaded. “The last thing you want is for him to find out
from someone else.”

Camilla was right, Shari
thought. Maybe telling him herself, she would have a chance of
working something out between them.

“I’ve said my piece,”
Camilla said, rising from the table. “I’ve got to get going. You
try to get some rest. I’ll call you later.”

“Thank you, Camilla.” Shari
gave her friend a tight hug.

“If you need me, you know
how to reach me,” she said over her shoulder on her way out the
door.

****

Derrick leaned back in his
chair, raking his hands over his face in frustration. He tried to
clear his mind, but it wasn’t working. The moment he took his
thoughts away from business, they turned to Shari.

For the past twenty-four
hours, he had not stopped thinking about her. She was even more
beautiful than he remembered. When he laid eyes on her, his body
had reacted. He hated knowing after so many years the gut-wrenching
desire was still there. Why couldn’t he get her out of his system?
Many nights he had lain awake, wondering if the heartache would
ever heal. Now, he knew, six years later, she still had his heart
in her hands, squeezing it tight.

His mind replayed
the scene at the fundraiser. He closed his eyes as he remembered
his angry words. He could have kicked himself. He should have
handled it better. When he decided to apologize, she was in the
arms of another man. Who was he? Her new man? Husband? Whoever he
was, he was territorial on the dance floor. The way he held her in
his arms, touching her soft brown skin, was the same way he had
once done. Why dwell on it?
his inner voice asked. She can date or marry anyone she wants. You don’t have any
claims on her.

He sighed and tried again
to concentrate on the file before him. He had no idea how many
times he had read the same page. Just as he began to concentrate,
he looked up to see Lance sauntering into the office.

“What’s going
on?”

“I need you to double check
some figures.” Lance handed Derrick the folder, then dropped into
the chair across from Derrick’s desk. “You look tired. Didn’t get
much sleep last night?”

Derrick frowned at him,
annoyed that his emotions were so obvious. “Look who’s talking,” he
replied, irritated.

“I have a good reason to
look tired. I’ve been up all night.” He winked at Derrick. “What’s
your excuse?”

Any other time Derrick
would have laughed, would have enjoyed hearing about his brother’s
sexual escapade. Not today. He wasn’t in the mood. “I don’t want to
hear it, Lance,” he warned.

“Only a woman can wipe a
man out like that, or shall I say two women. Which woman was it?
Mia or Shari?”

“Neither.”

Lance continued as if
Derrick had not answered. “I know how you feel about Mia. So, it
must be Shari. Did you get a chance to speak to her?”

“Briefly,” he answered and
glanced back at his file.

“And?” Lance prompted. When
the silence hung between them, Lance realized Derrick wasn’t going
to answer. “You know Shari’s a doctor and has a very successful
practice with Camilla in North Little Rock,” he said.

Finally, Derrick glanced up
at Lance. He wasn’t surprised. Shari was a very intelligent woman.
He was glad to hear she had fulfilled her dream. “Why are you
telling me this?”

“Why don’t you stop by and
see her?” Lance suggested innocently.

Derrick shot him a look,
then shuffled the papers in the file. “Why should I do
that?”

Lance’s brow rose and fell.
“You know, see how she’s doing. Catch up on old times.”

“Catch up on old times? We
both saw her with another man. I believe we are beyond catching up
on old times.”

“And that bothered
you?”

Another silence hung
between them.

“What did you expect? It’s
been six years since she’s heard anything from you. Did you expect
her to put her life on hold?”

Derrick swallowed the lump
in his throat and looked away. He contemplated spilling his guts to
Lance. There was a time when they could talk about anything. Then
one day his whole life changed and he found himself dealing with
his inner turmoil alone. “You know why I haven’t contacted
her.”

“Yes, I do. I’ve seen you
go through many women in the past, but I’ve never seen you so wiped
out over a woman that you would move halfway around the
world.”

“Keep that kind of talk up
and you’re fired,” Derrick threatened.

“Sounds like someone’s
afraid to confront his past.”

Derrick had to chuckle.
“Someone’s been watching too much Oprah.”

Lance stood and braced his
palms on Derrick’s desk. “Go visit her. It’s time to put your
differences aside.”

Derrick knew Lance very
well. What he was suggesting was out of character, even for him. He
put down his pen and took off his designer reading glasses. “What’s
going on?”

He leaned back in his chair
and studied his brother. Lance’s mouth twitched with
amusement.

“Just go see her.” Lance
replied and walked out.

Derrick stared at the door
even after Lance closed it behind him and was no longer in sight.
“Okay, Lance,” he said. “I’ll bite.”

****

“Kevin, thank you for
taking Christian to play putt-putt,” Shari said. She and Kevin were
standing in her living room. “He’s been looking forward to
it.”

“There is no reason to
thank me. I’m glad to take him. I think the world of him and his
mother.” Kevin reached out, enveloping her hand in his.

Shari had almost forgotten
Kevin was taking Christian today. Since seeing Derrick, she’d put
many things to the back of her mind.

“How are you today?” he
asked.

Shari glanced up and saw
the genuine concern in his eyes. “I’m fine. Thank you.”

“Are we still on for lunch
tomorrow?”

She ducked her head and
nonchalantly removed her hands from his. “To be honest, I don’t
know how I’m going to feel tomorrow.” She added quickly, “You know,
after coverage tonight.”

“Okay,” he said on a long
breath. “Why don’t you call me tomorrow afternoon and we’ll take it
from there?”

She forced a smile. “Sure.
I’ll call you.”

He pressed a kiss as tender
and light as a summer breeze on her lips. “I look forward to
hearing from you.” She looked up at him, and the gentle smile on
his face touched her in a special way. The kiss was sudden, taking
her by surprise, but she liked it.

Christian came bouncing
into the room and Kevin picked him up, enclosing the child’s small
frame in his long, muscular arms. “Ready to go, little
man?”

“Ready,” Christian said
with excitement.

Kevin turned to Shari. “We
better get going.” They hurried out the door, with Christian hiked
up on his shoulder.

 


*****

Shari conducted her rounds
Monday morning. She took her time looking over the patients’ charts
and announcing changes in the orders to her patients. She arrived
at her office a couple hours later.

“Good morning, Dr. Thomas.”
The greeting came from Monique, the receptionist.

“Good morning, Monique. How
was your weekend?”

“Very romantic.” Monique
winked at her. “My husband surprised me by taking me to a Bed and
Breakfast for the weekend.”

“Did you enjoy
yourself?”

“I sure did.” She blushed,
handing Shari several messages. “Here are your messages. Dr. Mason
just left a message. He wants you to call him when you
can.”

Shari nodded.
I thought I was to call him. “Thank you.” She flipped through her messages and made a
mental note to call Kevin. She was sure he wanted to know about
their plans for the afternoon.

“Speaking of Dr. Mason,
how was the fundraiser?” Monique asked.

Monique was sweet but also
rather nosy. Shari glanced up from her messages and smiled dryly.
“It was okay.”

“That’s it? Just
okay?”

Shari laughed
heartily. “I mean it was nice. Dr. Mason and I had a good time. We
mingled, danced, socialized, and that was that. My ex-lover showed up, she thought
but didn’t add.

Monique leaned forward.
“I’m pulling for you and Dr. Mason to tie the knot
soon.”

Before Derrick had shown
up, there might have been a chance for her and Dr. Mason. He
definitely had all the qualifications a woman could want in a mate,
but now she had no idea what she was feeling. “At the moment, Dr.
Mason and I are nowhere close to marriage.”

“I’ll keep my fingers
crossed.” Monique crossed her fingers and smiled.

“Go on, girl.” Shari waved
her hands in the air.

“Here is the chart for your
nine o’clock appointment.” Monique handed her the chart.

Opening the chart,
Shari instantly recognized Camilla’s clear and legible handwriting.
Staff members loved how she wrote orders, as opposed to Shari’s
tiny, cramped scribbling. Sonja Redding:
Age: Seventeen. Single. Third Pregnancy. One live birth. One
abortion. She took the chart and trudged
down the hall to the examination room for her first appointment. It
was going to be one of those days.

 


*****

 


C h a p t e r 4

 


Shari sat at the bar in
Rhythms, an upscale supper club overlooking the Arkansas River. She
checked her watch again. Kevin was twenty minutes late. She hoped
he could make it for lunch. Sometimes, when he was due to leave the
hospital, an emergency would occur on the cardiac unit, and he
could be tied up for hours. That was a part of the job she was very
familiar with.

While she waited, she
looked around the dining room. The sounds of the customers talking
and laughing and the soft piped music could be heard lightly
throughout the club. Everyone seemed to be having a good time. The
club was a popular dining and meeting place for many of Little
Rock’s natives. The menu consisted of the finest southern cuisine.
On the walls were photos of Burt Reynolds, B.B. King, and former
President Bill Clinton, among others.

She looked up instinctively
to see Kevin coming her way. He was impeccably dressed in a blue
two-piece suit and tie. Kevin always took pride in his appearance.
Today was no exception.

Leaning down, Kevin kissed
her cheek. “I’m sorry I’m late.” He straightened. “Have you been
waiting long?” He smiled.

“No, only a few minutes.”
The kiss was affectionate, but her mind was fixed on Derrick. She
should have her head examined. Derrick was the last man she should
be thinking about, but she couldn’t get him out of her mind. His
arrival in town had thrown her for a tailspin. How could she still
have feelings for a man who had not trusted her and had humiliated
her? She wasn’t going to think about him. She was here with
Kevin.

A moment later, a waitress
appeared and escorted them to their table.

“I’m Nina. I’ll be your
waitress this afternoon,” she said, handing each a menu. “What will
you be drinking?”

“Ice Tea” Shari
answered.

The waitress jotted it down
and looked at Kevin. “What about you, sir?”

“I’ll have the
same.”

“I’ll be right back with
your drinks and to take your orders.” She turned and moved around
the circular tables.

Shari opened the menu,
hoping no hint of her inner turmoil showed on her face.

“You look beautiful.” Kevin
leaned across the table and she found herself the center of his
gaze. She swallowed the lump in her throat.

Almost on cue, the waitress
appeared with their drinks. Shari released a low sigh and took a
sip of her ice tea.

Kevin angled his head to
one side, and Shari felt his gaze slide over her face and down her
shoulders to her breasts. She felt his physical attraction to
her.

“How’s maternity?” he
asked.

“It’s been a slow day. I’ve
only had one delivery and several appointments, but the next couple
of weeks are going to be busy.” She took another sip of her drink.
“Lots of babies due.”

“Enjoy the slow pace while
you can.”

“I know,” she
agreed.

The waitress returned and
asked, “Would you like an appetizer?”

“I’ll have the buffalo
wings,” Shari replied.

“I’ll have the same.” When
the waitress left, he added, “This is the first time in twelve
hours that I’ve been able to just sit and collect my
thoughts.”

“Busy on the cardiac unit?”
Shari asked, absently stirring the straw in the glass.

“It’s a steady flow,” he
began and stopped. “What’s wrong?”

She shook her head slowly
from side to side. “I’m sorry, Kevin. I’m just a little
tired.

I haven’t gotten much sleep
lately.”

“You know you can talk to
me about anything.”

Shari reached out and
covered his hand with hers. She saw sincerity in his eyes mixed
with concern. He was a good friend. Before now she’d been able to
talk to him about anything, but all that had changed. She wasn’t
ready to discuss Derrick Rawlings with him. Shari nodded. “I know.
That’s one of the things I like about you.”

“Like?”

Shari saw the look of
discontent in his eyes, but she just couldn’t say the word he
wanted to hear. She felt guilty when she saw the look of
disappointment erase the smile from his lips.

“You said you wouldn’t
push,” she said softly.

“I don’t mean to push.” He
covered her hand with his own. “You know how I care about you. I
want to make a home for you and Christian.”

“I care about you,
too.”

He said quickly, “With you,
a man learns patience.”

Though he tried to hide it,
Shari heard the disappointment in his voice. A man like Kevin
wasn’t used to rejection. She knew he could have companionship from
a different woman every night if he wanted. “I’m glad we agreed to
take things slow.” Shari stopped talking when she noticed Kevin’s
gaze shifting from her to an image over her left
shoulder.

“Hello Shari,” the voice
behind her said. Shari turned and looked into Mia Dallas’ face. She
was exquisitely dressed in a cream-colored, two-piece pantsuit. Her
makeup was expertly applied. Her full mouth and high cheekbones
only enhanced her delicate beauty.

Shari hadn’t seen her since
college. They were both rivals for Derrick’s attention then. She’d
won. Mia didn’t take the defeat quietly.

“Hello Mia. You’re looking
well.”

“Thank you,” Mia said,
smiling from the compliment. The smile disappeared as quickly as it
came. She gave Shari a quick once over. “You’re looking,” she
glanced at Kevin, “tired.”

Shari’s face grew tight.
She wasn’t about to get drawn into a confrontation with Mia. “It’s
good to see you too, Mia,” she said in a controlled
tone.

Kevin cleared his throat,
reminding Shari of his presence.

“I’m sorry, Kevin; I didn’t
mean to be rude,” Shari said, shifting her gaze from Mia’s face
back to Kevin’s. “Dr. Kevin Mason, I’d like you to meet Mia Dallas.
Mia Dallas, Dr. Kevin Mason, a very good friend and
colleague.”

Kevin stood, smiled, and
extended his hand. “It’s very nice to meet you, Mia.”

Mia’s gaze traveled over
Kevin’s six-foot frame, smiling as she extended her
hand.

“Doctor,” she crooned,
obviously impressed. “It’s very nice to meet you.” She took his
hand and held it a little longer than necessary before letting it
go. “Do you make house calls?”

Shari knew she possessed no
claim to Kevin, but she felt a stab of jealousy at Mia’s intimate
exchange toward him.

“Would you care to join us,
Mia?” Kevin asked politely.

Shari forced a smile, when
Mia turned back to face her. “No, thank you. I’m meeting friends.
Besides, I don’t think I’d be very welcome.”

Nodding to Kevin, she
turned and walked off.

Shari didn’t bother
responding as she watched Mia saunter off, her hips swaying, as she
joined a group of people a couple of tables over.

“Ouch,” Kevin said,
smiling, as he sat back down. “What was that all about? For a
moment, I thought the bell would ring and both of you would come
out of your corners punching.”

Shari nodded. Kevin’s
remark reminded her of Derrick. “Yes, well we came close,” she
replied.

“Don’t tell me,” he said
amused. “It was over a man, right?”

Shari’s eyes widened. “Why
would you think that?”

He was smiling. “Male
intuition. From her reaction, I’d say you won.”

And
lost, she thought.

“From the scene that played
out here, I’d love to have had a ringside seat at the bout!” Kevin
said before signaling the waitress.

*****

Shari sat at her desk
finishing the last of her notes on the chart. The office was
closed. This was her favorite time of the day. Soon she’d go home
and spend time with Christian. She purposely flipped through the
chart to make sure she’d written all the necessary orders and
signed all necessary forms. Satisfied, she closed the chart. Her
mind drifted to Kevin and how she reacted when Mia flirted with
him. She had surprised herself by being jealous. Maybe it was Mia.
She was sure Mia purposely flirted with Kevin for her benefit. It
was her way to get back at Shari for coming between her and
Derrick. What if it wasn’t? What if she really was interested in
Kevin? Mia wasn’t the first woman and certainly wouldn’t be the
last to give the handsome doctor exactly what he needed. Should it
matter? It’s not like they were in an intimate relationship. He
wasn’t going to wait forever. Shari didn’t remember how long she
had sat in her office, trying to figure out how her life had turned
into a nightmare. She had no idea what she was going to do about
it. The only thing she knew was she had to tell Derrick about
Christian before he found out on his own.

Shari reached out and
touched her son’s picture. How would he react? Her son deserved to
know his biological father. Was it the best thing for him? Before
she could answer her questions, Camilla knocked and stuck her head
in the door.

“Is everything all right?”
She walked over to Shari’s desk and sat in the chair across from
her.

“Just thinking. I have a
huge job ahead of me,” Shari said and looked over at her friend.
Camilla would stick with her to the end, she thought, no matter
what she decided to do.

Shari got up and walked out
into the outer office. Camilla followed. She could have left the
prenatal records for Monique, but with all the filing she was
responsible for, she tried to help as much as possible.

“Have you spoken with
Derrick?” Camilla asked, leaning on the edge of the
counter.

Shari sighed.
“No.”

“What are you waiting
for?”

Shari shrugged her
shoulders. “I don’t know. The right moment.” She knew it was a
flimsy excuse, but it was the only one she could think
of.

Camilla studied the woman
who had been her friend for the past nine years, then shook her
head from side to side. “The right moment,” she
repeated.

“It’s not that easy. There
are many factors involved.”

Camilla looked confused.
“Like?” She crossed her arms and waited.

“Kevin for one.”

“You can’t keep using him
as a crutch, Shari. You’ve told me yourself. He could give you
security, but not love, at least not the kind of passionate love
you once shared with Derrick. Try again.”

“What about
Christian?”

“What about him? Derrick is
his father. He will be fine. You two have too— ” The opening of the
door interrupted the conversation. “I’ll go see who it is,” Camilla
said. She pointed her finger at Shari. “This conversation isn’t
over.”

Shari watched as Camilla
turned into the reception area. A few minutes later, she heard her
say, “What brings you here?” Then she heard Derrick’s
voice—familiar, strong, and husky. She couldn’t believe he was
there. Nevertheless, even as the thought crossed her mind, she was
moving across the room. At the doorway she paused and stared at
Derrick’s back. He turned slowly toward her.

“I was in the neighborhood,
so I decided to stop by.” His voice trailed off as he looked into
Shari’s eyes.

A tidal wave of mixed
emotions immediately flooded her, the overriding one being anger at
herself for feeling attraction for him. Damn him! “What are you
doing here?”

For a moment she thought
she saw a flash of pain appear in his eyes, but it was gone so
quickly she might have imagined it.

“Shari!” Camilla
exclaimed.

Derrick held up a hand to
silence her. “That’s all right, Camilla. I can handle
it.”

He always possessed an
inflated ego so large that he could float from the planet. “What do
you mean by that?” Shari asked.

Derrick’s left brow rose
sardonically. “I think you know what I mean.”

Her mouth tightened. “What
do you want?”

Derrick cleared his throat.
“If you have a couple of minutes, I’d like to talk to
you.”

“We have nothing to talk
about.”

Camilla threw her a hard
glance, and then she turned to Derrick. “It was nice seeing you
again.” He gave her a kiss on the cheek, and she moved behind the
receptionist’s desk, grabbed her purse from the locked file
cabinet, and headed out the door.

Shari and Derrick stood in
silence as the door closed behind Camilla. No matter how she fought
it, being in his presence took her breath away. Shari struggled to
keep her composure. She wondered why Derrick wanted to talk to
her.

With ultra-coolness,
he took his shades off. “I see things are going well for you,” he
said, moving farther into the office, looking around with a casual
glance. An image of a panther flashed through her mind, causing her
to shiver. She knew from experience that he could be
that dangerous.

“I am glad that you made
your dream come true. You always wanted to become a doctor with
your own private practice. I’m proud of you.”

A compliment coming from
Derrick? She couldn’t believe it. “Thank you,” she said coolly.
“I’m sure you didn’t come here to talk about my
accomplishments.”

“You’re right. Is there
some place where we can talk?”

Her whole body tensed up.
She stood motionless for a minute.

“We can talk in my office,”
she said and walked down the hallway. He fell in step beside her,
matching her step for step. She could feel his eyes looking over at
her, causing her to shiver inside. The sooner their conversation
was over, the better.

She led him into her
office. “Have a seat,” she said, pointing to the chair across from
the desk.

For a minute, neither
spoke. They sat staring at each other; Shari tried to relax, but he
held her eyes.

“You wanted to talk?” she
said, breaking eye contact. She speculated that he was brooding
about her exit the night before with Kevin. Whatever he felt about
her now, he would be curious about this new man, she
thought.

“You
could at least be more pleasant,” Derrick coached.
“Hello, Derrick. How are you?”

She glared at him. “After
the way you treated me the other night?” she snapped.

“That’s why I’m here,” he
admitted. “I want to apologize for the way I behaved. It was very
immature.”

She swallowed hard. A part
of her admired him for apologizing. “You mean the great Derrick
Rawlings is apologizing? That’s a first!”

He nodded. “Be sure and
mark it on your calendar.”

She leaned back in her
chair. “I will.”

“Since I’ve moved back to
town, I figured we should try to get along. Call a truce. It’s
obvious we’re going to be running into each other.”

“So you’re going to be
staying?” she asked.

“Yes, Dad retired after a
second heart attack. You’re looking at the president of Rawlings
Industries.”

She remembered hearing
something about Albert Rawlings retiring. She wasn’t surprised they
named Derrick president of Rawlings Industries. He was younger than
Lance, but very mature and definitely had a head for
business.

“Congratulations. I’m sure
it must have been difficult for your father to retire.”

“If he had his way, he
would still be working, but Mom put her foot down.”

“She could always handle
him.”

“Still can.”

There was another moment of
silence between them.

“Are you glad to be back?”
Shari finally said.

He shook his head. “No. If
it was up to me, I would have remained in London.”

He was unable to hide the
sad resentment in his voice, but at the same time he couldn’t
ignore the aching in his groin at the sight of her.

The words were like a slap
in the face. “I’m sorry you feel that way,” she whispered. “This is
your home. Your roots are here. You didn’t have to
leave.”

“What was I supposed to do,
stay here and watch you and Carlton flaunt your relationship in my
face?”

Shari’s eyes never left
his. She was surprised at how composed she remained. “Nothing
happened between me and Carlton.”

“So you keep
saying.”

Shari stood up, hurrying
from around the desk. “Derrick, I have things to do.” She headed
for the door. She wasn’t about to open that old can of worms.
Christian was due here any moment. She had to get him to leave. She
didn’t want him to meet Christian without telling him
first.

Derrick didn’t reply. He
stood and blocked her path. He was so close she didn’t know what to
do. Her heart began to dance with excitement. The overtones sent
waves through her.

Derrick looked deeply into
her eyes. She saw the desire in his, but she refused to let hers
show.

He lowered his voice.
“Sweetness.”

“Don’t call me
that!”

“Old habit are hard to
break.”

The burning began at the
pit of her stomach, quickly spreading to the center of her soul.
Hearing him call her that pet name again with his own enunciation
made her feel like she still belonged to him.

“God. Why did you come here
today?”

“I wanted to see how you
were doing.”

“I’m doing as good as I
can. Business is great. I’ve moved on with my life.”

“You mean your friend at
the fundraiser,” he said smugly.

Startled by his comment,
she couldn’t speak for a moment.

“Yes,” she said
finally.

He looked directly into her
eyes as if looking into her soul. “I don’t believe he’s the man for
you.”

“ And I can’t believe you
have the nerve to walk in here and tell me who’s right for
me.”

“I know you. Therefore, I
know he isn’t the right man for you.”

“Look
Derrick...”

At that moment, Christian
came running through the door.

“Mommy,” he
squealed.

Shari kneeled.

He ran to her, throwing
himself into his mother’s arms. “Can I spend the night at Mrs.
Miller’s house?” Christian asked, his bright eyes
beaming.

“Well,” Shari began. She
looked to see Mrs. Miller waiting for Christian outside the office
door.

“Please Mommy.” The words
rushed out at once. “Please,” he pleaded.

Derrick’s sudden movement
caught the child’s attention. His eyes rested on the strange man.
Finally, he finished his survey and gazed straight into Derrick’s
eyes.

“Is my Mommy going to bring
you a baby?” Christian asked.

Derrick’s glance flicked
over to catch Shari’s reaction. “Looks like she already
has.”

“That’s what my mommy
does.” His tone was excited. “ She brings boy babies and girl
babies. Right, Mommy?”

Her expression was blank,
but she supported her son’s statement. “Yes, I bring babies,” she
said softly. Shari cleared her throat and spoke to her son. “It’s
okay for you to spend the night at Mrs. Miller’s.” She reached an
arm around him and gave him a squeeze, then said to Mrs. Miller, “I
will call you later to see how he’s doing.” Christian ran out of
the office before his mother could change her mind.

Shari smiled as usual after
her son’s departure, but her smile faded when she met Derrick’s
dark eyes. There was no denying it. He had figured it
out.

“Whose child is he?” he
snapped in a voice that could have raised the roof.

Shari was rigid, unable to
move. She hoisted her chin. “He’s my child.”

Derrick raked his hand over
his face in a frustrated manner. He pointed at her. “Don’t test my
intelligence. There was only one miracle birth that I know of, and
it wasn’t yours,” he stated angrily. “I’m going to ask you one more
time. Whose child is he?”

She returned his gaze. “You
seem to know the answer.”

“When?” he demanded. “Why
didn’t you tell me? I had every right to know.”

“How was I supposed to let
you know? I—”

He cut her off in
mid-sentence with a wave of his hand. “That’s no excuse. You could
easily have gotten word to me through my family. They knew where I
was. I guess that never occurred to you,” he added with
sarcasm.

“I didn’t know if your
family would accept Christian.” This time she found herself
struggling to answer his question. “I mean, after what happened
between us. I didn’t think you wanted to know.”

The minute the words left
her lips, Shari realized she had made a mistake. He stepped so
close she could smell the scent of his expensive cologne. She had
to take a step back.

“I can’t believe you
actually have the audacity to say that to my face, much less use
that as an excuse for not telling me,” he barked. “You were the one
who cheated on me, remember? ”

Although so many years had
passed, it still hurt her to believe that he thought she cheated on
him. “I did not cheat on you,” she said softly.

Shari watched Derrick
pacing the carpet, and suddenly the room appeared to have shrunk.
He stopped pacing and turned toward Shari. “I caught you in the
arms of my best friend. You were kissing him.”

Shari couldn’t deny the
truth. He had caught them together. Carlton Dubois was a close
friend of the Rawlings family. He’d asked her out before she began
dating Derrick. She had turned him down several times, but on the
night of Lance’s birthday party, after too many drinks, he’d forced
his attention on her.

“What you saw wasn’t what
it was.”

“Spare me the sordid
details!” he snapped. Shari flinched at the tone of his voice. His
jaw hardened as his anger escalated. “I want to know about my
son!”

Shari moistened her lips.
“Derrick,” she whispered, trying to explain.

“If I hadn’t moved back
home, were you ever going to tell me?” His voice began to climb
again. “Is that why you were rushing out the door?”

“I was going to tell you.”
She felt her temper rise in response.

“When?” he replied
sharply.

In the back of her
mind, Camilla’s advice began to ring out: Tell him before he finds out.

“I asked you when.”
Derrick’s narrowed gaze held her with chilling effect.

“I don’t know,” she
stammered out finally. “I wanted to tell you, then I didn’t want to
tell you.”

Derrick stood motionless.
For a moment, he didn’t speak. Then he caught her completely off
guard by turning and heading toward the door. “I need time to
think,” he said over his right shoulder. “I need to get away from
you right now because if I look at you another moment, they will be
arresting me for murder.”

She stared after him but
the door slammed behind him. Derrick was devastated, but then
finding out you’re a father six years after the fact was hard to
swallow.

 


*****

 


C h a p t e r 5

 


Derrick entered Rawlings
Manor and walked straight to the bar to fix himself a straight
whisky. No soda. With the news he’d just heard, he could do without
it.

He threw the drink down his
throat. The liquid stung his mouth, then radiated warmth as it
coursed through his chest and into his stomach. The heat relieved
some pain, but did nothing to relieve the betrayal he was feeling.
He couldn’t believe what he’d just discovered.

Lance came in and went over
to the bar to fix a drink. He watched his brother pace.

“Do you want to talk about
it?” he asked.

“Something tells me you
already know,” Derrick said, looking over at Lance. “Isn’t that the
reason you sent me to see her?”

Lance remained calm. “I
wanted you to see the child yourself.”

“Bullseye,” Derrick said.
Lance knew exactly what he was talking about. “ Do you think he’s
mine or Carlton’s?”

Lance’s eyes widened in
disbelief. “What do you think?”

“He may be mine.” Derrick
looked into the empty glass. “He may not be.”

“You didn’t tell Shari
that, did you?”

“I asked her why she didn’t
tell me if he really is mine.”

“Would you have believed
her?”

Derrick thought back to the
way he’d felt about her six years ago. “Probably not,” he
admitted.

“Maybe that’s the reason
she didn’t tell you.”

Derrick lost patience for
the cat and mouse game Lance seemed to be playing with him. He knew
more about the situation just as Derrick had suspected. “How long
have you known about him?” he spat out.

Lance was silent for a
moment. “ I saw them together at the mall about six months
ago.”

“Six months ago?” Derrick
repeated in disbelief. He paced back and forth. He needed some
fresh air. He felt as if he was suffocating. He wanted to throw
something. His body was like a coil ready to spring, and he began
throwing everything that wasn’t bolted down.

“Didn’t you think I had the
right to know the moment you saw them?” he asked after what seemed
like eternity.

Derrick’s face was a dull
ashen color, darker than its original tone. His light eyes had
turned a dark fiery shade, showing the torture of his soul. Lance
thought Derrick was going to pass out from exhaustion. He pressed
the cold glass against Derrick’s palm.

Derrick threw the drink
down his throat. He glanced over at Lance again, wanting to smash
his face in. “I’m your brother! Flesh and blood. I would think your
loyalty would lie with me, not her!”

“Why do you think I sent
you to see her? I knew once you looked at him, you would know he
was your son.”

Derrick sucked in a deep
breath and nodded, sealing what he already knew. The child was his,
but it didn’t change the disloyalty he felt from his brother. “I
can’t believe you did that to me.” He turned on his heels and
headed for the doorway, then turned around and said, “If I didn’t
know any better, I would swear you deliberately kept it from
me.”

Lance stepped forward and
growled, “I’m going to forget you said that.”

“I’m not.” Derrick headed
up the circular stairwell.

“Come on, Derrick,” Lance
called after him, but Derrick tuned him out.

A few minutes later,
Derrick stepped into a cold shower. As the water beat down on him,
he closed his eyes against the tide of anguish that was coursing
inside him. I have a son.
The revelation had blown him away. Despite what
happened between them, Shari gave birth to his
son.

It was no wonder that she
didn’t want to have anything to do with him. He’d gone to London
with his tail between his legs while she was left behind, pregnant
and struggling to pursue her dream to become a physician. She
achieved that goal despite what happened between them. He vowed
right then and there that he wasn’t going to run away from the
situation, not this time.

****

Shari walked down the hall
and paused before Christian’s room, which looked like he’d left it
that morning. His toy box sat at the foot of his twin bed, which
was filled with stuffed animals. Sesame Street posters filled the
walls.

She scanned every crevice
of the room as she thought back to the day she found out she was
pregnant. The doctor had confirmed her worst fear and tactfully
explained her alternatives. Her baby would be born in July. As she
left the doctor’s office, she refused to accept her condition, but
then she decided to see the pregnancy through. She went home and
stared blankly at the pamphlets the nurse gave her; she took in the
details of how her baby would change and what to expect during each
trimester.

Camilla had talked Shari
into moving in with her and told her she could stay as long as she
needed. Shari’s physical state fared a lot better than her mental
state. She refused to venture out of the apartment until it was
time for shopping or to keep her doctor’s appointment.

She strolled into
Christian’s room and picked up one of his teddy bears. His scent
clung to the bear. She inhaled it in and swore she felt a stirring
inside her belly like the first time Christian had moved inside
her. She broke down crying until her eyes were red and puffy. She
had vowed to love and protect her unborn, no matter what situation
arose.

Shari collapsed on
Christian’s bed and prayed that revealing the truth to Derrick
would not cost her the one thing she cherished most—her son. Maybe
Derrick would be reasonable and they could work out a
solution.

Attempts to sleep were
futile. She finally dropped off around three in the
morning.

****

The next morning, she threw
back the cover and headed into the bathroom. She turned the oval
glass faucet, letting the water run, then added white bath salts
from a large glass jar on a shelf near the basin.

She quickly stripped off
her clothes, and stepped into the warm water and rising bubbles.
She just sat there. Thirty minutes later, the water now cold, she
emerged from the bathroom with her hair twisted in a knot on the
top of her head. She quickly dressed in baggy gray sweat shorts and
a cut off tee shirt and headed straight for the kitchen. She wanted
to consume everything her hands could stuff into her mouth. Shari
sat in the kitchen eating French toast, boiled eggs, and a glass of
orange juice.

After finishing her
breakfast, she went into the living room. She placed a phone call
to Christian and then sat on the sofa and turned on the television.
She decided that she would try to relax. She wasn’t going to think
about anything. She gazed at the television set, hoping to get lost
in the antics of an episode of “Martin.” A commercial break found
her staring blankly at the TV. Sighing, she got up and turned it
off. She wished Christian was here. They could go to McDonalds or
go play Putt-Putt, but from the excitement in his voice from when
she called to check on him, he was having a ball at Mrs.
Miller’s.

Later that evening, Shari
had just finished seasoning the chicken when her doorbell rang. She
opened the door to find Derrick standing on the doorstep. Shari’s
gaze ran from the top of his head and down over the rest of his
long, lean body. She hated herself for not being able to take her
eyes off him.

He removed his sunglasses,
then cleared his throat. “I, ah, stopped by to see my
son.”

“He isn’t here. He’s still
at Mrs. Miller’s house.”

“I see. May I come
in?”

Without waiting for an
invitation, he crossed the threshold and walked in past her. She
closed the door and bolted the lock. She wondered how she could
have been in love with such an infuriating man. She turned to face
him, a retort on her tongue. Seeing the determined look on his
face, she decided against it.

For a moment, neither
spoke. They stood looking at each other. He began looking around
her living room. She watched him. She knew she had taken a great
deal of thought in decorating her home in her own style, but it
wasn’t as lavish as Rawlings Manor. She could see by Derrick’s
expression that he liked it. The care she’d taken with decorating
her home was for her taste, not his.

“Your home is very nice,”
he said. “Like your office, it’s done in very good taste, but from
what I remember you always had an eye for that sort of
thing.”

Another compliment? She
looked at him. That was the last thing she expected to hear from
him. “I’m in the middle of preparing dinner.”

“May I join
you?”

“Excuse me?” She looked at
him, surprised, remembering his hostility when he walked out
yesterday. Derrick seemed quieter, moving slowly. He was no longer
the raging storm from the day before.

“May I join you?” he
repeated.

Shari didn’t
respond.

“Well?” He prompted for her
to answer.

She cleared her throat,
purposely ignoring the question.

“How did you find out where
I live?”

“You should know I have
ways.”

“Excuse me, I forgot myself
for a moment.” She spun on her heels, heading for the
kitchen.

He followed her into the
kitchen. “I see we’re having chicken.” He rubbed his hands together
as he eyed the chicken on the counter.

“I’m sorry if I can’t offer
you anything fancier,” Shari said sarcastically.

“Chicken is fine,” he said
matter-of-factly. “I like to cook chicken.”

Shari put her hands on her
hips and stared at him. “What could you possible know about cooking
chicken? I’ve never known you to step inside a kitchen, accept to
give orders to Madeline.”

“That’s the old Derrick. I
can fry chicken,” he bragged.

“When did you begin
cooking?”

They looked in each other’s
eyes. She could get lost in the way he was looking at her. There
was no way to deny the sexual attraction that was still evident
between them.

“While I was living in
London.”

Shari tore her gaze away.
She wondered if he had cooked for someone special. But then, why
should she care? He was free to do whatever he wanted.

“I hope it’s enough. I was
planning on dining alone.” She went to the refrigerator to pull the
vegetables out.

“I thought you might be
having dinner with your, ah, gentleman friend.”

She froze in mid-stride at
the statement, but quickly recovered. “No, he’s working at the
hospital.”

“I see.” His eyes never
left her face, as if he was looking into the depths of her soul.
“It should be more than enough,” he said, changing the subject.
“What can I do to help?”

She turned, giving him the
potatoes. “You can rinse and peel the potatoes Think you can handle
that?”

“Piece of cake.” Derrick
washed his hands in the sink, then began his task. “ What else are
we having?”

“Well, we’re having fried
chicken, mashed potatoes, gravy, and broccoli.”

“Sounds good. What are we
drinking?”

“I have wine in the wine
rack.”

She looked over at him in
amazement; a shiver went through her, as did her awareness of his
handsome physique. With their newfound truce, maybe they could come
to some kind of agreement concerning Christian.

Before long, the aroma of
fried chicken scented the kitchen.

“That wasn’t too bad, was
it?” Derrick asked, setting the plates. “We managed to prepare a
great meal.”

She looked at him with
admiration. “I have to admit, after yesterday, I didn’t think we
could be civil toward one another. I was hoping for our son’s sake
we could be.”

“We have to be,” he said,
standing by the wine rack. “What kind of wine would you
like?”

“You choose. You were
always better at that sort of thing.”

“Thank you,” he said
proudly.

Derrick brought a bottle of
white wine to the table.

Shari watched him pull the
chair out and made himself comfortable at the table as she was
overcome with memories of his hands caressing her body, making love
to her, her body soaring high until they reached the peak of
delight and exploding into a down pour of fiery sensations. With
Derrick she had experienced a height of passion she’d never known
existed.

“I’m sure we can get past
this.” He lifted the bottle to fill her glass. “I admit much of the
blame is mine. I could have handled the entire situation better.
His tone sounded sincere.

His serene, brown eyes held
Shari’s so intensely it took her a moment to realize he’d made a
statement. “What did you say?”

Derrick smiled and his gaze
lingered before he repeated the sentence, “I was saying we can get
past this. We need to do what’s best for...” He realized he didn’t
know his son’s name.

“Christian Jacob,” Shari
stated

His right eyebrow raised a
fraction. He repeated the name to hear how it sounded. “Christian
Jacob. It has a ring to it. I like it.”

Shari nodded. “I hope he
likes it when he gets older.”

Derrick smiled in approval.
“I’m sure he will. It’s a good, strong name.” He took a bite of
chicken. “When are you going to tell him I’m his
father?”

“I don’t know. Everything’s
happening so fast.” Shari took a sip of wine to calm her
nerves.

“Don’t you think the time
is now? I want to be a father to my son.”

“I understand that,
Derrick. I’m not going to stop you from exercising your parental
rights if that’s what you’re worried about,” she said softly,
realizing she’d cost him five years of his son’s life. “I just need
time.”

“I am not worried. I plan
to have a permanent role in his life.” His tone was
firm.

“What do you have in mind?
Visitation every weekend?”

“I want custody of
Christian.”

When the words sank in,
Shari jumped up from the table, her light-brown eyes darkened. “You
want what?”

“You heard me,” Derrick
said, rising slowly from the table, returning her stare.

“You’ve got a lot of nerve
coming in here demanding custody. Christian is my
child!”

“And mine!”

Shari shook her head from
side to side. “I knew this would happen if you ever found out about
him. Coming over here with your sincere words, pretending to work
things out when all the time you had ulterior motives.”

“Wait a minute,” Derrick
threw back at her, interrupting her tirade. “You kept him from
me!”

Shari’s emotions were
pumping through her body. “If you try to get custody, you’ll be
hearing from my lawyer. And be prepared for one long battle because
there is no way you’re going to take Christian away from me.” She
tossed her head and planted her hands on her hips.

“Let’s get something
straight. One: go ahead and get your lawyer. You just make sure you
inform him how you failed to inform me or my family of my son’s
existence. Two: the only reason you raised him for five years alone
was because I didn’t know of his existence. Three: you’ve done a
great job of raising him, I’ll give you that, but as his father
there are some things I can teach him that you can’t.”

“This is about money, isn’t
it?” She didn’t give him a chance to answer. “I love my son and all
the Rawlings money in the world can’t compensate for
that!”

He leveled her a cold look.
“Is that what you think? This is not about money. I’m his father. I
want to be in his life physically and mentally, to love him, take
care of him, guide him, and raise him to be a man. That’s what this
is about. You can’t do that.”

Shari could see the anguish
in his eyes and she felt his pain, but what he was proposing was
out of the question. “He also needs me,” she placed her hand to her
chest, “his mother, to teach him to be a loving and caring man.
Your family can’t do that!” She would not let him get custody of
Christian, not without a fight. She was prepared to do just that
until her last breath.

Derrick squared his broad
shoulders and paced casually around the room. He raked his hand
over his head. “Okay. You’re right.”

She breathed a sigh of
relief, and her emotions returned to normal. Maybe she got through
to him, she thought.

“I don’t want to traumatize
him with a custody battle. Since you’re determined to fight me on
this,” Derrick spoke smoothly, “lets get married.”

Shari felt like the ground
opened and swallowed her whole. She was sure she heard him wrong.
“What?”

“You heard me.”

She couldn’t believe what
she was hearing. “You can’t be serious,” she said when she
recovered.

“I am very serious,” he
said coolly. “You know I am.”

“Derrick, this is 2004. You
don’t have to marry me because you want to be a father to your son.
We aren’t a package deal. I’ve already said I’m willing to let you
exercise your parental rights without interference.”

“I was raised differently,”
he said proudly and firmly. “My parents taught me a man has to be
responsible for his actions. I fathered a child out of wedlock, I’m
taking responsibility, and I want Christian raised in a stable
environment. With both of his parents.”

Shari took a deep breath
and sat down. As calmly as she could, she said, “Derrick, I can’t
marry you. I won’t.”

Derrick bent his six-foot
frame, looking at her intently before he asked the question. “Why
not? Because of your friend?” he said with sarcasm.

Because you don’t
love me, she wanted to say, but she didn’t
dare. “Kevin has nothing to do with this. He—”

“...is not going to raise
my son,” Derrick finished for her.

The Rawlings were a proud
family. Shari knew Derrick would take her to court before he stood
by and let another man raise his son.

“The ball is in your
court,” he said, pushing the chair underneath the dining room
table. “Call me when you decide what to do.”

He turned and Shari watched
him head toward the door. She stared after him, her emotions
raging. “Derrick, think about what you’re doing.”

He turned gracefully,
facing her, his handsome face hard and impassive. “There is nothing
to think about.”

With difficulty, she held
back her anger and protested, “This is something we need to sit
down and discuss.”

“Why?”

“We need to come up with
some sort of compromise,” she begged.

“Compromise?” He breathed.
“There isn’t one. You either go along with it or we go to
court.”

Shari watched as he tried
his best to hold on to his anger. Suddenly, he turned and headed
for the door again. She wasn’t going to let him leave without
trying to reason with him, but he spun back around before she could
speak.

“Just remember what I said.
No other man is going to raise my son!”

“Kevin is a generous, kind,
and wonderful man. He and Christian get along very

well. He’d never do
anything to hurt him.” She could have kicked herself, wishing she
could take the words back.

The rage he was trying to
conceal blew up in a ferocious explosion. He covered the small
space between them.

“If he’s such a wonderful
man, why aren’t you two married?”

Shari stepped back, crushed
by the darkness in his stare. “Kevin is not the issue
here.”

“He is if he’s thinking of
raising my son.” He placed his hand to his chest.

Shari pressed her lips
together, not wanting to say anything else that would make matters
worse. Derrick walked out the door, slamming it shut.

 


*****
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Shari crawled into bed,
more weary than she could ever remember having been. She had a
pounding headache. Derrick’s ultimatum had drained her. She stared
up at the ceiling for an hour and then fell into a deep sleep. A
couple of hours later, she woke to the sound of the ringing
telephone.

“Hello?” She tried to sound
awake, but her voice was groggy.

“Shari?”

“Hello? Kevin.”

“Yes, it’s me.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t
recognize your voice.”

“How quickly they forget.”
He chuckled. “ We just had lunch yesterday.”

“I didn’t
forget.”

“I was just checking in. I
haven’t seen or heard from you all day.”

“I apologize. I just
haven’t been myself today. I have a lot on my mind.” She sat up in
bed and rubbed her eyes. A second later she yawn.

“Is it about running into
Mia?”

“Not exactly,” she said
softly.

“Thinking about some other
guy?”

Shari’s voice heated up at
the comment. “What kind of question is that?”

“It’s just a
question.”

“A question I do not have
to answer.” First Derrick showed up and dropped an ultimatum on her
and now Kevin was playing possessive. She wasn’t in the mood for
this.

“Why not? It’s obvious
we’re not intimate. Maybe you—”

“Kevin!” Her voice raised
an octave. “What are you trying to say?”

“I just said it!” he
barked.

“I think you’ve said
enough,” she countered and slammed the phone down hard.

It took several hours for
Shari’s temper to cool after Kevin’s outburst. She spent that time
cursing him for acting like a jerk. However, he had every right to
be jealous. She should just tell him the truth. She had a
relationship with Derrick Rawlings. Their union produced Christian.
She just needed time to sort things out—especially now that Derrick
knew about Christian. Was she making excuses or trying to avoid the
dilemma she was in with both men?

She needed some type of
distraction. She reached over and picked up the novel from the
nightstand, and propped herself up with pillows against the
headboard. Her hands were trembling from the adrenaline pumping
through her body as she turned the pages with extra force.
Impatient, she flipped to the back of the book to find out the
ending. Typical. The book’s ending was just the way she thought her
reunion with Derrick should have been. She should have flung her
arms around his neck and told him how much she loved and missed
him. Told him about Christian. He should have returned her hugs
with a bigger and tighter one. He would have confessed his love for
her, and they would live happily ever after. Instead, he dismissed
her like she was nobody and when he found out about Christian, he
proposed marriage to give their son a home. It was clear he wanted
a marriage of convenience.

The fantasy of their
wedding had once played out in her mind. She was wearing a
beautiful white gown and veil, and she walked down the aisle to be
offered to Derrick. An illusion, that’s all it turned out to be.
The only man she’d ever loved crushed that dream for
her.

She loved Kevin, but she
wasn’t in love with him. What he offered was companionship for her
and security for Christian. It wasn’t enough to fill the emptiness
in her heart and she knew it. No medicine he had in his bag could
ever provide that.

Shari was about to slide
further beneath the bed covers when the phone rang again. Her first
thought was to ignore it; she wasn’t in the mood to talk, but by
the fifth ring she answered.

“Hello?”

“Shari, it’s Camilla. You
all right?”

“Yeah, I’m
fine.”

Camilla wasn’t convinced.
“You don’t sound fine. I just received a call from Kevin. He’s
pretty upset.”

“We had words.”

“What’s going
on?”

“Nothing is going
on.”

“This is Camilla. Did
something happen?”

Shari felt tears
threatening to fall. “Camilla, I should have listened to you and
told him.” Finally releasing her frustration, she started speaking
a mile a minute.

“Shari, slow down. I don’t
understand what you’re saying.”

Shari took a deep breath.
“Derrick found out about Christian. He was here earlier for dinner,
and then he proposed marriage. Everything is just a
mess!”

“I’m on my
way.”

Shari slid back down under
the covers. While she waited for Camilla, she thought about how, in
the space of the last couple of days, Derrick had altered her life.
She didn’t have the money and power of the Rawlings. However, she’d
managed to provide a comfortable life for her and Christian. She
had worked so long and hard to achieve her goals.

After Shari let her in,
Camilla followed her back into her bedroom. She climbed back into
bed. She had been crying. Camilla sat on the edge of the bed. She
reached over and hugged her best friend.

“Tell me what happened,”
she said. “I didn’t catch everything over the phone. You said
Derrick found out about Christian and he proposed
marriage?”

“I’ll start with Derrick
finding about Christian. He was furious. I thought he was going to
kill me.” She sniffed.

“What did he say?” Camilla
could just about envision the scene. She remembered the night of
Lance’s birthday party when he caught Shari and Carlton together.
He came back to their apartment. When Shari didn’t open the door,
he kicked the door in. The argument ended with Derrick breaking off
the relationship. She got off lucky. They later learned Carlton’s
fate was worse. Derrick had beaten him senseless and had spent a
night in jail because of it. A month later, he moved to
London.

“After you left, Christian
came into the office to get permission to spend the night at Mrs.
Miller’s. Derrick took one look at him and knew he was his son. He
was so mad he just walked out, only to show up later on my
doorstep. We had dinner. Everything was going fine, then he says he
wanted a permanent part in Christian’s life. I don’t have a problem
with that.” Anger began to grow inside of Shari. She hesitated
before saying, “He wants custody of him.”

“Custody?”

“He says I have done a
great job of raising Christian for five years, but now that he’s
here my services are no longer good enough.” She shook her head and
fought back tears. “I’m paraphrasing of course, but that’s it in a
nutshell.”

“What did you
say?”

“I told him my lawyer and I
would see him in court.”

Camilla frowned. “You don’t
have a lawyer.”

“He doesn’t know
that.”

“How did marriage come
up?”

Shari sighed. She was
tired—emotionally, mentally, physically, and almost spiritually.
“Well, when he saw I wasn’t going to give up Christian without a
fight, he proposed marriage.”

A mischievous grin appeared
on Camilla’s face.

Reading her thoughts, Shari
said, “Don’t even think about it.”

“Come on Shari, you have
always been crazy about Derrick Rawlings.”

Shari didn’t rebuff
Camilla’s statement. It was true. The reality was Derrick no longer
loved her. If she’d thought he loved her, she would have flung
herself into his arms and accepted his proposal, but he hadn’t
professed love. He only wanted his son.

“What’s the problem?”
Camilla said, breaking into Shari’s silence.

“That was then, this is
now. You saw how he treated me. I told you what he said. He only
proposed marriage to get his hands on Christian.”

Shari threw back the
covers. She went into the bathroom and threw some water on her
face.

Camilla leaned on the
doorjamb. “How do you explain him coming to see you?”

“He said he wants us to act
civil toward each other.”

Shari walked down the hall
into the living room area and plopped down on the sofa, crossing
her legs under her.

“Sounds reasonable.”
Camilla dropped down beside her, facing her. “When you two get
married, everything will work out.”

“Before you break out the
champagne, I didn’t say yes.”

“What did you say
then?”

“Nothing. He had me backed
into a corner. I didn’t know what to say.”



Camilla shook her head.
“Two people who loved each other as much as you two did just don’t
fall out of love.” Shari started to protest, but Camilla cut her
off with a wave of her hand. “He didn’t have to propose marriage.
He could have set up visitation rights,” she pointed at her, “and
you didn’t say no.”

Shari swallowed hard. He
wasn’t willing to compromise. She would just have to stick to her
guns. “No,” she said aloud. “I have to think about it.”

“Do you still love
him?”

Shari nodded. “Camilla,
what am I going to do?”

“Just follow your heart.
Everything will work out.”

“Follow my heart.” She
uncrossed her legs and took a deep breath. “What do I do about
Kevin?”

“Now that Derrick knows
about Christian, you have to tell Kevin everything.”

Shari’s shoulders slumped.
“I know.”

“Things could get very
awkward when Derrick comes around to see Christian,” Camilla
pointed out, “and Kevin is hanging around.”

“I don’t want to hurt
Kevin.”

“It’s not fair to keep
leading him on.”

Shari rose from the sofa.
She paced the room. “Kevin and I have a great time together. I
don’t understand why I’m not in love with him. He’s kind, gentle,
and loving. I genuinely enjoy his company.”

“When do you have to give
Derrick an answer?”

“He didn’t say.”

“You know who gets my
vote.”

Shari folded her arms
across her chest. “I thought about taking Christian and going away
for a while.”

“This
world isn’t big enough for you to hide. Kevin and Derrick would find
you.”

Shari thought about how
Derrick discovered her home address and showed up on her
doorstep.

Camilla stood up and said,
“Why don’t you take the rest of the week off?”

“Camilla, I can’t let you
do that. You’ve already done more than enough.”

“Yes, you can. I insist.
You need time to think things through.”

Shari thought for a moment.
She could use the time to sort things out. “Okay, but only on one
condition.”

“What?” Camilla didn’t know
if she wanted to hear the condition.

“I want to be there
tomorrow morning to receive Mrs. Adam’s ultrasound
results.

After that I’ll
leave.”

Camilla looked at her for a
moment and pointed. “Only if you agree that you will let me handle
everything.”

“Do I have a
choice?”

“Not if you want me to
agree.”

*****

“His name is Christian,”
Derrick said on the phone to his mother in his home office. “He’s 5
years old. Don’t you think it’s strange Shari kept your son a
secret?” Eleanor Rawlings asked.

“Mother, the way things
ended with us, I guess she did what she felt was right at the
time.”

“You are making excuses for
her.” Albert Rawlings’ voice boomed from the other extension. “ She
had no right to deny you existence of your child.”

“I know that,
Father.”

“Are you sure he’s
yours?”

Derrick wanted to slam the
phone down.

“Albert, your heart,”
Eleanor interrupted. “Don’t get yourself all worked up over
this.”

“Woman, I don’t want to
hear another word about my heart. I’m fine. I have the right to ask
that question. It’s been six years, and we all know the
circumstances surrounding their break up.”

“Father, I’m well aware of
the circumstances, but Christian is my son. Looks just like me. I
intend to do the right thing by him.”

Derrick heard his mother
gasp. “What do you mean by ‘doing the right thing?”

“I’m going to marry her,”
Derrick explained. He knew his parents were not going to approve,
but it didn’t matter.

Albert sighed heavily. “I
can understand you wanting to do right by your son, but don’t marry
her.”

“Dad, I can’t believe you
are saying this. You raised me to take responsibility. I’m doing
what you taught me to do,” Derrick argued. “Be
responsible.”

“I also raised you to be
smart,” his father said. “Marrying that woman isn’t
smart.”

Derrick was silent for a
moment. He took a couple of deep breaths before he spoke, reminding
himself he was speaking to his parents. They were concerned for
him. They were justified in voicing their opinion, but he was a
grown man now, responsible for his own life, and the lives of his
own family.

“It’s my decision,” Derrick
said.

“I’m disappointed in you,
son,” his father said before sighing. “You want to marry a woman
you caught in the arms of your best friend. You can’t trust her.
Poor Mia. She’s devastated. How can you continue to hurt her like
this?”

“She waited for you all
this time,” Eleanor chimed in.

I bet she
did, Derrick thought. “When are you both
going to understand it’s over with Mia? I told her and now I’m
telling you, we will never be the way we were.”

“That woman hurt you, and I
don’t want you to go through that again,” Eleanor said in a soft
voice.

“Mother, I appreciate your
concern. I understand why you have questions, but everything is
going to be all right.”

“We’ll be home when we
can,” Albert interjected.

Derrick spoke with his
parents for a few minutes longer before hanging up.

A few minutes later heading
up the stairs, Lance stopped Derrick. “Spoke with Mom and Dad?” he
asked.

“Just now,” Derrick
replied.

“How did it go?”

“They had
questions.”

“Once they see him, all
doubts will be removed,” Lance assured him and continued

up the stairs.

Derrick knew dealing
with their parents was never that
easy.

 


*****
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Early the next morning,
Shari opened the door to Derrick. She wasn’t due at the office for
at least an hour. Seeing Derrick wasn’t the way she wanted to begin
her day.

“I want to let you know I
told my parents about Christian,” Derrick began.

“I knew
you would,” Shari said. She wondered how they reacted to the
news. Great, she
thought. Now I’ll have to deal with his
parents, too.

He followed her across the
threshold.

“There may be some tension
from the situation, but I know everything is going to work
out.”

“How do you know
that?”

“I just do,” Derrick spoke
with confidence.

She chuckled slightly. “You
know everything is going to work out.” She felt he was trying to
justify his behavior.

“Do they know you are
threatening to take him from me if I don’t marry you?”

Their eyes locked. Derrick
was the first to look away. “Why are you making me out to be the
bad guy?”

“Is that what I’m doing?”
Shari turned her back to him and crossed her arms over her
chest.

“You’re making it seem as
if you did nothing wrong.”

She turned back toward him
and snapped, “I know my part in this situation. I’ve admitted that,
but you’ve managed to take my mistake and use it to your
advantage.”

“Maybe I did.” He paused a
second. “Maybe I didn’t.”

“Maybe?” She glared at him
with burning, reproachful eyes.

“Okay, I did. It’s the
right thing to do.” Derrick looked into her face, his eyes hooded.
“Deep down, you know it is even if you won’t admit it.”

Shari tilted her head to
one side. “Right for whom? You are the one getting what he
wants.”

“It doesn’t have to be that
way.” The meaning in his tone was obviously suggestive.

Her body shivered at the
thought of sharing his bed, again. “We will never be intimate
again.”

“But you were intimate with
my friend.”

Shari reared her hand back
and slapped Derrick.

Derrick’s body stood
motionless. He didn’t flinch; he wouldn’t allow himself to be
affected by her outburst.

Shari’s brown eyes burned
with anger. She lashed out at him with both hands, striking him in
his chest. He caught her hands in mid air and brought her close to
him.

“I’m sorry, Shari,” he said
softly. “I deserved that.”

“Let me go!” she cried,
struggling to break free. “Don’t touch me!” He promptly disengaged
her hands. “Get out! Now!”

Derrick dropped his head in
disappointment. Without a word he turned and walked out the
door.

Shari stared bleakly after
him, wondering if she had imagined the whole thing. Her insides
quivered. She knew she hadn’t.

 


*****

 


“I’m looking for Dr. Shari
Thomas,” a man wearing a brown uniform said. He looked at the paper
he carried on a clipboard.

“I’m Dr. Thomas,” Shari
said. She eyed the bouquet the man held. She took the vase he
extended to her. “Thank you.” She inhaled the pleasant odor from
the roses, and couldn’t hide the wide smile as she put the
ultrasound report down to make room for the vase at the
desk.

“Sign here,” he said,
taking a pen from his shirt pocket.

Shari signed the paper,
then pulled her purse out of the bottom drawer, dug into her
wallet, and handed him some bills.

“Thank you.” The
deliveryman nodded, turned, and left while scribbling on his
clipboard.

“Well, who are they from?”
Camilla said, leaning over and inhaling. Then she turned sideways,
attempting to read the card.

Shari smelled them once
more, wanting to savor the moment. Then she opened the
envelope.

“Let me see that,” Camilla
demanded, reaching for the small card.

Shari turned
sideways, hiding the card from view. “I’m
sorry for my behavior. Derrick.”

Camilla’s perfect brows
bunched. “Well?”

“They’re from
Derrick.”

Camilla grinned. “Mmm
hmm.”

“Mmm hmm, what? Flowers
don’t make everything all right.”

“No, but the man’s off to a
good start.”

Monique, overhearing
Camilla’s remark, rolled her chair back and asked, “Who are they
from? Dr. Mason?”

“No, they are from someone
else,” Shari said.

The clerk sat up straight
in her chair. She had worked for Dr. Thomas for two years and never
known her to be involved with anyone beside Dr. Mason.

“What about Dr. Mason?”
Monique asked.

“Dr. Mason and I are still
friends,” Shari explained.

“Yeah right,” Camilla
answered sarcastically.

Shari flashed a look at
Camilla. She looked down at the signature. Her heart rate increased
and her breath caught. No matter how she tried to deny it, the man
still turned her on.

“Can I have a look at Mrs.
Adams’ ultrasound report?” she asked, changing the
subject.

Camilla shook her
head.

Monique handed her the
report and she scanned the computer-generated sheet. The report had
indicated that one of the twins was a little larger than the other,
but nothing life threatening was discovered.

“I told you over the phone
that everything was fine. You didn’t have to come in. Go home and
handle your business.”

Shari let go a sigh of
relief. She made the trip to clear her head of what was going on in
her life. “Alright. I’m out of here. I’ll see you both
later.”

Back in her car, Shari
revved the engine, floored the gas pedal, and zoomed the Mercedes
across the intersection. As she drove, it was difficult to keep her
mind off Derrick. She turned on the radio and Brian McKnight’s
sultry voice accompanied her. She looked over at the roses on the
passenger seat. He wasn’t playing fair at all.

If he thinks flowers
are going to make things better, he has another thing
coming, she thought. She stole another
glance at the beautiful bouquet and smiled.

“Camilla
was right,” she muttered. “This was
a good start.”

 


*****

 


The phone was ringing when
Shari entered her home. She rushed to the end table in the living
room and picked it up. “Hello.”

“Where have you
been?”

“Hello to you, too, Kevin,”
she said, placing the box of roses on the table.

A sigh came through the
receiver. “I’m sorry. I’m apologizing for everything.”

“All is forgiven,” Shari
said.

“I did not mean to come
across like that. It’s just that I had a day that you would not
believe.”

“I am sorry to hear that.
Do you want to talk about it?” As fellow colleagues, they always
motivated each other when the job became stressful and the other
needed a shoulder to lean on.

“If you have a
moment.”

“Of course I do.” Shari
eased down on the sofa. “I know how those days can be.” She slipped
one foot at a time out of her pumps. “Tell me what
happened.”

Placing the phone back in
the cradle thirty minutes later, she realized the red light on the
answering machine was flashing. She hit the speaker button and
listened to the one message. Her body warmed at the sound of
Derrick’s voice. She listened as he repeated the message written on
the card. After deleting the message, she headed into the kitchen.
Opening the refrigerator, she grabbed a bottle of mineral water.
She turned the television to CNN, then opened a walnut cabinet, in
search for the glass vase her mother bought for her twenty- seventh
birthday. As she arranged the roses, she beamed. She wasn’t going
to be anxious, she told herself. She would call Derrick later and
thank him for the flowers and the note.

Several hours passed and
Shari figured she’d waited long enough to call Derrick. She waited
for his secretary, Deborah, to transfer her.

“Derrick Rawlings,” he
answered.

“Thank you for the roses,
Derrick Rawlings. They’re beautiful.”

“You’re welcome. I figured
it was the best way to apologize for the way I behaved this
morning.”

There was a slight pause
before she was able to find her voice. He was apologizing, again.
“Well, they worked. A little,” she added quickly.

“I’m glad.” He awkwardly
cleared his throat. “I have something to discuss with
you.”

“Why am I not
surprised?”

He chuckled
softly.

Shari chuckled in spite of
herself. “What is it, Mr. Rawlings?”

“I want to see Christian. I
would like the three of us to spend some time together.”

Shari became silent. He had
every right to see him. She did tell him that she would not
interfere with his parental rights.

“When?” she
asked.

“What about tonight? I
thought we could go to a movie.”

“He’s at a
sleepover.”

“Oh, I see.” He was silent
a moment and then suggested, “What about tomorrow?”

“Tomorrow is fine. I can
drive out to Rawlings Manor.”

“What time can I expect
you?”

“Say around ten
o’clock.”

“Ten is fine.” She was
silent again.

“What about you?” he asked.
“Would you like to go to the movies with me tonight?”

Her mind told her to say
no, but her lips betrayed her and said yes.

“I’ll pick you up around
eight. We can make the nine o’clock show.”

 


*****

 


C h a p t e r
8

 


Derrick hung up. It would
be difficult to concentrate the rest of the day. He had a date with
Shari tonight, and he was going to see his son tomorrow. He
wondered what Christian must have been feeling and thinking all
those years without him and growing up without both of his parents.
Derrick was determined to have his family together. Nothing or no
one was going to prevent that. He opened his leather-bound
appointment book. He had a business meeting at three o’clock. He
would call Lance and ask him to attend the meeting. That way, he
could make sure everything was perfect.

A moment later, a knock at
the door jarred Derrick out of his thoughts. Before he could place
the call, Lance opened the door.

“Can I talk to you?” Lance
asked.

This ought to be
good, Derrick thought. He sighed. He
closed the appointment book. “I was just about to call you,” he
said, leaning back in the chair.

“What about?”

“I was wondering if you
could sit in on my three o’clock meeting.”

“Sure, what’s going
on?”

Derrick handed Lance a
manila folder. “I need to leave early. I have a date with Shari
tonight, and I have some last minute shopping to do for Christian.
I’m going to see him tomorrow. I want everything to be
perfect.”

“No problem. I’ll be glad
to sit in for you,” he agreed, accepting the file. He stared at
Derrick as if considering him seriously. “ Have you ever done
something you’ve regretted?”

Derrick raised one
shoulder. “Of course I have. I’m going through it right
now.”

“Trying to make it
right?”

Derrick nodded, easily
sensing where his brother was going. He knew Lance never meant to
hurt him. He did what he thought was right, but he wasn’t going to
let him off that easy. “I am.”

“That’s what I was doing,
trying to make things right.”

Derrick shot him a look.
“Yes. The discovery of my son made things right.”

“You’re adjusting to being
a father?” Lance asked as he slid in the chair in front of the
desk. “How does it feel?” He crossed one leg over the other and
unbuttoned his Armani suit jacket.

“It hasn’t quite sunk in.
I’m looking forward to seeing him tomorrow. I can’t explain it.”
Derrick couldn’t help but smile from ear to ear. What he was
feeling was euphoric. He couldn’t keep the excitement out of his
voice.

“You’re going to be a great
father. I know it.”

“I hope you’re right. What
about you? You’re an uncle.”

“I know.” He beamed.
“Anytime you need a babysitter.”

“We won’t call you.”
Derrick laughed.

“Okay. Little brother got
jokes!” Lance couldn’t help but laugh. “You have a date with Shari.
I guess things are looking up between you two.”

“I want to marry
her.”

Lance sat up straight in
the chair. He should have been surprised by his younger brother’s
decision to propose marriage to Shari, but he wasn’t. Ever since
Derrick first laid eyes on Shari in college, he’d been crazy about
her. Now that there was a child involved, it

sealed their union
forever.

“Did you ask her?” Lance
asked.

“Yes.”

“What did she
say?”

Derrick got up and came
from around the desk. “Nothing,” he answered. He sat on the edge of
the desk. “She says just because we have a child together, it
doesn’t mean we have to get married. What do you think?”

“Think?” Lance echoed, then
chuckled. “ I agree with her. Just because there is a child doesn’t
mean you have to get marriage.”

“I know.” Derrick cleared
his throat. “I still can’t believe she went through with the
pregnancy.”

“I can,” Lance said. “She’s
a doctor. She save lives. I wouldn’t expect her to do anything
different.”

“You’re right.”

“You guys were in love.”
Lance shrugged. “ The child was conceived out of that love.” A far
away look appeared in his eyes. “You guys have a bond.” His brows
rose and fell. “It’s going to be interesting to see how this plays
out.”

“Everything will turn out
fine.”

Lance grinned. “Good luck.
I mean that.”

“Won’t need it.” Derrick
said. He was sure sooner or later, Shari would see things his way
and do what is right for their son.

*****

Mia drove across town to
Rawlings Industries. She couldn’t let another day go without
talking to Derrick. She thought she could deal with not being with
him. It had been sheer hell. She’d been miserable because Derrick
hadn’t returned any of her calls. She could not catch up with him
at the company, although she had spent hours parked in front of the
building, hoping to catch him coming or going. She had not seen or
spoken to him since the night of the fundraiser. Even the calls to
the mansion went unreturned. Visions of him in the arms of another
woman flashed across her mind. She prayed it wasn’t true. It
happened to her once before. Not this time. There was only one way
to get answers; today she was walking straight through the front
door.

 


*****

Derrick stepped out into
the corridor and heard the security’s guard voice. He was doing his
best to remove someone from the building. Derrick hastily moved
toward the commotion. Lance came from his office and stood in the
hallway with a look of confusion on his face, not sure what he was
walking into.

“What’s going on?” Lance
asked Derrick as they headed toward the front of the
building.

“Sam, what’s going on?”
Derrick inquired, stepping into the reception area. He saw Mia.
“Mia, what are you doing here?”

Mia straightened her
clothing. She placed her manicured hand to her hair to ensure each
strand was in place.

“Why do you think I’m
here?” she said, her voice a bit high. “I’ve tried calling you and
leaving messages, but you haven’t returned any of my
calls.”

Derrick took a couple of
steps forward. He glared at the woman who insisted that no matter
what she wasn’t taking no for an answer.

“I’ve been busy,” he said
simply.

“Too busy to return any of
my calls?”

“Mia, this isn’t the time
or place.”

Sam took a deep breath
before he spoke. He looked at Derrick. “I’ve tried to tell her you
were unavailable,” he explained, turning his glance back to Mia,
“but she insisted.”

Mia looked around Derrick,
spotting Lance. “Hello, Lance.”

“Hello, Mia.” He waved to
her. “It’s always good to see you.”

Derrick shot Lance a hard
glance.

“At least someone’s happy
to see me,” Mia said. She focused her attention back to
Derrick.

Derrick bowed his head,
keeping his voice low so that Lance and the others wouldn’t hear
him speaking to Mia.

“We’ve already had this
discussion,” he whispered through clenched teeth.

Mia planted one hand on her
hip. “Not as far as I’m concerned.”

Derrick looked around to
see several employees enjoying the scene being played
out.

“Mia, please, lower your
voice,” he said in a low, icy tone. “You’re making a
scene.”

“I don’t care if I’m making
a scene. I want to talk to you, now.”

A muscle twitched at his
lower jaw. He was doing his best to control his anger. He thought
he made himself perfectly clear at the fundraiser, but he was
determined not to lose it and certainly not in the presence of the
staff.

“All right, Mia, let’s
talk,” Derrick said, leading her by the elbow. He dismissed Sam and
walked Mia to his office. It was a good thing he respected her,
despite their relationship status.

“I didn’t mean to cause a
scene.” She touched his cheek, thankful for the opportunity to be
close to him.

He removed her hand and
walked behind his desk, hoping she’d get to the point of her
visit.

She looked at him in
frustration. “I just wanted the chance to speak to you. We haven’t
really spoken since you returned from London.”

“And you think showing up
unannounced, causing a scene is the best way to speak to
me?”

“It is when you brush me
off.” Mia stared longingly at this good-looking man. His towering
height, broad, muscular chest, and shoulders were delicious to look
at. A chest she still had visions of lying on after a session of
fulfilling lovemaking. Finally, her gaze traveled back to his face.
“You know how I feel about you, Derrick.” She walked toward him.
“Seeing you again, it’s hard for me to forget what we once meant to
each other.” She walked around his desk and touched his chest,
edging closer. “Remember how you used to hold me in your arms after
we made love?” Mia moaned softly as she ran her hands over his
chest.

Derrick’s arms remained at
his sides. “You’re wasting your time, Mia.”

Mia looked at him with a
hopeful gleam in her eyes. “It doesn’t have to be that way. If you
give us another chance, you’ll see we can make it work.”

“I don’t feel the same
about you,” he reminded her. “You need to accept that. Move on with
your life.”

“How can I, Derrick? I’m
still in love with you. You broke it off with me and began dating
Shari. I never got over that.” She slightly pushed her bottom lip
out. “Then she broke your heart. You left the country. Six long
years I’ve waited. Now you’ve come back and we’re both single, with
hot and healthy appetites.” She tilted her head back and peered up
at him. “I still want you. There is nothing to stop us this time
from being together.”

He removed her hands. “I’m
not going to continue this conversation with you,” he assured her,
with a note of impatience.

“You’re seeing someone,
aren’t you?” Mia accused.

“If I am, it’s none of your
business.” He began placing files inside his briefcase. “I made
myself perfectly clear at the fundraiser.”

“Whoever she is, she’s not
good enough for you, Derrick.”

He stopped in mid-stride.
“And you are?”

“I just told you how I
feel about you,” Mia pleaded.

“And I’ve made it clear how
I feel.” He made the statement crystal clear, snapping the
briefcase shut. “This conversation is over.” He walked around the
desk and out the

door.

“Derrick I...” she said to
the door closing behind him.

*****

“Mr. Rawlings is on his way
out, ma’am,” Lance’s secretary, Liz, was saying as she attempted to
block Mia’s path.

Mia ignored what the woman
was saying and made a beeline toward Lance’s office. “That’s okay,
I’ll only be a moment,” she said over her right shoulder and opened
the door.

Liz leaned over the desk
and spoke into the intercom. “Mr. Rawlings, I tried to stop her,
but she barged right in.”

Lance looked up to see a
bewildered Mia staring him in the face.

“It’s okay, Liz,” Lance
spoke into the intercom.

“Can we talk, Lance?” Mia
said, pouting.

He leaned back in his
chair. “About what? Or should I say about whom?”

“I’m serious, Lance.” Mia
walked slowly around the room, calming herself down. “He doesn’t
seem to understand how I feel about him.” She stopped pacing the
floor and braced her palms on his desk.

“He knows,” Lance offered.
He could only sympathize with Mia. He was well aware of her
feelings for his brother. “He’s just preoccupied these
days.”

“There is another woman, I
can feel it.” She moved casually over to the window and looked out.
The Governor’s mansion could be seen in the sunny July afternoon.
All of her life she yearned for the spoils of the rich. Derrick
Rawlings represented that, and she wasn’t about to let him slip
through her fingers again.

Lance turned around in his
chair to find her staring out the window. “Did he tell you
that?”

“Not in so many words, but
a woman knows these things.” Mia sauntered over and stood in front
of him. “Call it woman’s intuition.”

“If there is, there isn’t
much you can do about it.”

She ignored his remark.
“Lance, I want to know who he’s seeing.” She came around, sat on
top of the desk close to him, and crossed her long, brown legs. “I
know you know.” She picked up the day planner and ran a
well-manicured fingernail across the front of it.

“What did he tell you when
you had your little chat?”

“Nothing, but whoever she
is, he’ll get tired of her.” She made a dismissive gesture in the
air.

“Like he did you,” Lance
got in.

“Touché, Lance.” She
laughed slyly. “I’ll give you that one.”

“I suppose you’ll be there
waiting with open arms to comfort him.”

“Of course,” she said, her
tone confident. “I’ll take him even on the rebound. Any way that I
can get him.”

“Of course,” Lance
quipped.

“Don’t be like
that!”

“Be like what?” he asked,
eyeing her curiously.

“Jealous,” she said,
stressing the word.

Lance’s jaw tightened.
“Jealous of what?”

“Ever since I’ve known
you, you’ve had this thing for me. I’m in love with Derrick. He’s
younger. The president of the company. That has to eat away at
you.”

Lance chuckled again not phased by her remark.

“Mia, I don’t have time to
play head games with you. I have better things to do.”

Mia thought carefully. The
conversation had to go smoothly for her to get the information she
wanted. “I know. You probably have a beautiful woman
waiting.”

Lance studied Mia’s face.
She was a beautiful woman. She turned many heads, including his
own. He remembered the first time he laid eyes on her. Derrick
brought her home during Christmas break from college to meet the
family. Everyone loved her, especially his parents. She was right.
If Derrick had not met her first, he would definitely have made a
play for her, but it wasn’t to be.

“As a matter-of-fact,”
Lance said, “I do have a date. And this conversation… you need to
finish with my brother, not me.”

“I’ve tried. He won’t talk
to me.” She placed her hands in her lap.

A cynical smile crossed his
face. “So you figured I would?”

Mia got up from the desk
and began to walk around the room, again. “I don’t know what I
thought.”

“And if you find out there
is another woman, then what?”

Thoughts of him kissing,
making love to another woman caused the blood to run cold through
her body. “Then there is someone else.”

“Maybe.” Lance picked up
the notes for the three o’clock meeting from the desk. He glanced
at his Rolex watch. He had five minutes. “Maybe not.”

Mia’s eyes turned serious.
“Now who’s playing games, Lance?”

“I’m not playing games. I
just don’t think it’s my place to discuss my brother’s personal
life with you.”

She walked toward him. Her
gaze rose slowly to his face. “I thought we were friends, Lance.”
She leaned into his solid chest.

Lance’s brow rose and fell.
He stared down at Mia, dumbfounded. A man with his experience knew
when he was being hit on. If she hadn’t been with his brother, he
would have welcomed the come on.

“What kind of friends?” he
asked, phrasing the words carefully.

Mia’s bright, brown eyes
looked coyly into his. “Whatever kind of friend you want me to
be.”

Lance stepped back and kept
his voice gentle. “And you’d do that after you just confessed your
undying love for my brother?”

“We’re all friends.
Wouldn’t you say?” She nudged closer to him, but the smile vanished
from his face.

Without taking his eyes off
her, he said, “The first time Derrick brought you home, Mia, I
thought you were the most beautiful woman I’d ever laid eyes on.”
He tilted her chin up. “I still do.” He saw the smile on her face.
“When you two stopped seeing each other, my heart went out to you
because I knew how much you loved my brother, but the truth has to
come out.”

Mia looked curious. “What
truth?”

“Come
on, Mia,” Lance prompted. “You know exactly what I’m talking about.
You’re only interested in becoming the lady of Rawlings Manor. And
you will do anything or
anyone to achieve that
goal,” he managed to say coolly. “Since you want information, here
is a news flash for you. I have a feeling you won’t become lady of
Rawlings Manor with the information Derrick just discovered!” He
had her undivided attention. “My brother informed me he’s going to
do the right thing.”

“Which is?” Mia pressed
Lance.

Lance knew the news would
crush her, but with the stunt she just pulled she deserved it. “He
just discovered he has a son.”

Mia felt like she was going
to faint from the news. Her hopes and dreams of becoming Mrs.
Derrick Rawlings shattered before her eyes.

“He didn’t know? Is he
going to marry the mother? Who is she?” She fired question after
question, but got no answer. “Lance?”

He raised a hand to silence
her. “All of this heartache could have been avoided if you would
have been with me instead of my brother.”

“You don’t have the desire
or the drive to give me what I want,” Mia said firmly.

Lance held his breath,
releasing it only when he spoke. “Well, Mia, from where I’m
standing, my brother isn’t giving you what you want either. Gotta
go,” he said satisfied with his actions.

 


*****

 


When Shari opened the door
to Derrick at precisely eight o’clock, her mouth went
dry.

Derrick’s gaze traveled
over her from head to toe. The jean skirt she’d chosen accentuated
her curves and long legs. He took a deep breath. It was going to be
a long evening. “You look lovely, Shari.”

“So do you.” He wasn’t
dressed in the usual expert tailored slacks/suit. Instead, he was
dressed in a white shirt and jeans. Still without a doubt, he was
the sexiest man she’d ever seen. She waved him inside. “Come in a
minute.”

“Thank you.” He stepped
farther into the living room.

“Let me grabbed my purse
then we can leave.” She disappeared in one of the back
rooms.

“Take
your time.” He walked over to examine photos of Shari and Christian
together on the wall. A feeling of sadness moved through him. But
there would be photos of the three of them together soon. He was
sure of that. He turned as Shari came back into the room. His
insides knotted. She looked inviting. His eyes fell to her legs
again. He thought of the many nights she wrapped those brown legs
around his waist. Be cool,
he thought.

“Ready to go?” Derrick
asked.

“Ready,” she
answered.

 


*****

 


Standing outside the
theater, Derrick frowned at the movie marquee. “I don’t want to see
a romantic comedy,” he said.

“Breakin’ All the Rules is not just a comedy. It’s a movie about men and
relationships.” “That’s another reason why I don’t want to see
it.”

Shari chuckled.
“Chicken.”

Derrick laughed.
“That sounds like a challenge.” He reached in his back pants pocket
and pulled out his wallet. “Two tickets for Breakin All the Rules,” he told the
cashier, handing over a twenty dollar bill.

Once in the lobby, he
headed for the concession stand. “Two bags of popcorn, please, and
with plenty of butter.”

“That’s fattening!” she
protested. “Not good for my figure.”

“There’s nothing wrong with
your figure,” he said, looking her up and down.

“How would you know? It’s
been a while since you have seen it.” Shari knew the statement was
loaded the moment it passed through her lips.

Derrick didn’t miss a beat.
“What kind of question is that?” His expression suggested the
comment was ridiculous. “I remember every lovely part of your body
from head to toe.” He handed her a bag of popcorn and took her hand
in his. “Believe me everything is exactly where it’s supposed to
be. Let’s get to our seats.”

Derrick momentarily
released Shari’s hand while helping her to her seat, and she could
not help but feel disappointed. He must have realized it because he
immediately locked their fingers together.

“How am I supposed to eat
my popcorn if you’re holding my hand?”

He held her hand tighter.
“I’ll hold both bags between my knees, like old times. I’m not
letting your hand go.”

She fumbled for words, but
couldn’t find any.

He smiled at her, warming
her through and through. She focused her gaze on the movie
screen.

Shari was glad that he
couldn’t see her face. She thought about the last time they
attended a movie. They held hands throughout the entire show. This
time was different. They were no longer a couple, she thought as
sweet shivers coursed through her. She had to remember that this
was about Christian, not her.

Two hours later, Derrick
pulled his truck out the theater parking lot.

Once on the road, Shari
rolled down the passenger’s window and took advantage of the July
evening breeze and let the air rip through her hair. She knew the
wind would blow out what little curls she had, but she didn’t care.
She reached up and pushed her hair out of her eyes.

She looked over, catching
the glimmer of moonlight that came through the trucks window that
gave her an illuminated view of Derrick’s profile as he expertly
maneuvered the vehicle along the road to her home. Soft jazz music
was coming from the radio, but a comfortable, endless silence hung
between them. Shari wondered what he was thinking.

“Did you enjoy the movie?”
she finally said.

Derrick seemed startled by
the sudden interruption, looking over at her with eyes that were
seductive. “It was decent. That’s all you’re going to get me to say
about it.”

Derrick moved the truck
forward again when the traffic light turned green.

“That’s fair,” she
answered, trying not to smile. Shari knew how he felt about
relationship movies. He thought they were sappy and gender-bashing,
and it didn’t matter whether the leading cast were males or
females.

Derrick leaned his body
slightly forward, never taking his eyes off the road, and slipped a
Gerald Levert CD in the player. Then he settled back in the seat
while the smooth, mellow vocals filled the car’s interior. He
placed his hand back on the steering wheel.

Derrick’s hands and
Gerald’s music—a powerful combination; both held memorable thoughts
for her. She remembered how those large, strong yet gentle hands
stroked her body for many nights.

“Does Christian know he’s
meeting me tomorrow?” Derrick asked, interrupting her

thoughts.

She leaned back in her seat
and said, “No.”

“Why not?” Derrick said,
giving her a quick look.

“I don’t want to tell him
until tomorrow.”

Shari remembered the hurt
and pain their son went through when she told him his father lived
far away. Now that the situation had changed, it had to be handled
delicately for everyone involved, especially Christian.

Derrick stopped at another
traffic light and glanced over at her. “You think that’s the best
way to handle it?”

“I do.”

“Okay. I’ll take your word
for it.”

“I know you are anxious to
see him.”

Derrick turned the corner
to the street where her home was located. He took another quick
glance at her. “I can’t help it.”

Shari thought about his
answer. She couldn’t imagine what he was going through and tried to
put herself in his shoes. She could not.

Derrick pulled into the
driveway and brought his truck to a stop. He turned off the truck’s
ignition. He got out and walked around the vehicle to open the door
for Shari. He placed his hand on the small of her back as he walked
her to the door.

“Thanks for the movie,
Derrick.”

He cleared his throat and
said, “Anytime.”

Shari watched as his gaze
lingered on her lips. She unconsciously moistened them with a sweep
of her tongue. Her gut clenched and her body experienced an
uncontrollable jolt.

“I better go in. I have to
get up early if Christian and I are going to make it on time,” she
said, reaching into her purse to retrieve the key.

When she pulled out her
key, Derrick caught her hand in his.

“Let me do that,” he
offered.

A feeling of desire crawled
throughout Shari from the touch. She stared at him. She knew that
look. He wanted to come in.

“I can handle it from here.
You don’t have to escort me inside.”

He smiled and nodded. “I
know,” he said in a whisper, easing the key from her hand. “I would
like to.”

The warmth of his smile
melted her, and she knew she couldn’t deny him whatever he wanted
because deep down inside she wanted it too.

She watched as he slipped
the key into the lock and with a twist of the wrist opened the
door. Shari took a deep breath and walked across the threshold.
Derrick followed her in, closing the door behind him.

She turned on the nearby
light switch, dropping the keys on the table. She turned back
around and felt his hand around her waist, drawing her
close.

The touch of his lips on
hers set her already heated body aflame. His mouth covered hers
hungrily, his tongue deeply probing, tasting, and feeding on hers.
It was not enough.

He pulled her close. His
hand slid around her waist to her buttocks, cupping it, forcing her
body closer to the contour of his. Derrick reminded Shari of the
special type of intimacy only they could share. The kiss caused her
to purr, to moan as their tongues continued to mate hotly,
greedily, yet ever so sweetly.

“Derrick, no,” Shari said,
breaking off the kiss and trying to push him away.

“Sweetness,” Derrick
whispered. His hold on her tightened, refusing to let her push him
away from her. He reached up and traced the outline of her
cheekbone.

He lowered his head and
placed a gentle kiss on her lips before releasing her. His mouth
curved into a slow smile. “Good night. While you’re asleep, think
about tomorrow.”

 


*****

C h a p t e r 9

 


The next morning, Shari
helped Christian finished dressing, she thought about how to tell
her son he was about to meet his father for the first time. She‘d
gone over the speech a thousand times in her mind if/when the
moment ever came. Now that it was here, she didn’t know exactly
what to say.

“Mommy?” Christian asked.
His little legs swinging off the side of the bed. “Are we going to
the park?

“Yes, we are. But first we
have to stop and pick someone up,” Shari said. She sat down next to
Christian.

Christian smiled. “Is it
Dr. Mason?”

“No, sweetheart.” She ran a
hand over his small head. “It’s not Dr. Mason. It’s someone I want
you to meet. Someone who really wants to meet you.”

Christian looked curious.
“Meet me? Who is it, Mommy?”

Shari looked at her son. He
appeared so grown up for the age of five. She was sure he would be
excited about what she was going to tell him.

Shari took a deep breath.
“Do you remember when Mommy said your father lived far
away?”

Christian’s brown eyes
beamed. “Is he back?” He jumped off the bed. “Is he back,
Mommy?”

“Yes. He’s back,” Shari confirmed.
“He wants to meet you. We’re spending the day with him. You two can
get to know each other.”

Christian didn’t wait to
hear another word. “Let’s go.” He grabbed Shari by the hand,
leading her out the bedroom, and toward the car. “We can’t be
late.”

 


*****

 


Thirty-minutes later, Shari
drove the familiar winding road toward Rawlings Manor. Cottonwood
trees lined the roadway until it opened onto well-manicured
grounds. She admired the landscaping. Rawlings Manor, an old
plantation style structure, was as beautiful as she remembered,
with its expertly trimmed hedges and flower gardens. A fountain
stood in the center of the garden. Beyond the white, three-floored
stucco building stood a gazebo with several weeping willows
providing shade to the occupants of the mansion.

Shari parked in the
circular driveway, drew in a deep, reassuring breath, and tried to
calm her jitters. It was going to be fine, she told herself, even
as she fought the overwhelming sense of déjà vu. “Wow!” Christian
said in amazement of the large mansion. “This is where Daddy lives?
It’s so big.”

“Very big,” Shari
agreed.

As Shari walked toward the
door, she thought of all the wonderful times she spent here. How
many times had she drove out here, filled with hope, anxious to
spend time with the man she loved? Once, she had dreamed of this
being her home, the place where she and Derrick would raise a
family. Now it was staring her in the face. Her dream could come
true. Yet Derrick’s proposal was forced upon her only by the
existence of Christian.

Madeline, the housekeeper
answered the door. She had been with the family for more than
thirty years. She nodded in recognition to Shari, then smiled.
“Hello, Ms. Shari. It’s so good to see you. Come on in,
child.”

Shari stepped forward,
giving the smooth dark-skinned, big-boned woman a hug. “Madeline,
it’s so good to see you again. It’s been a long time.”

“Too long.” She placed her
hands on her ample hips and looked down at Christian who gave her a
curious look. “Well, now. Who is this handsome young fellow?”
Madeline stared at Christian then up at Shari with a questioning
glance before looking again at Christian. The examination revealed
how much he looked like Derrick when he was his age. She extended a
large hand to Christian. The child gave her a long, quizzical look
before he took it. “Hello, handsome. What’s your name?”

“My name is Christian Jacob
Thomas,” he answered proudly.

“It’s nice to meet you,
Christian Jacob Thomas. My name is Madeline. I’m a friend of your
Mama’s.” She led them into the family room. “I’ll go get Mr.
Derrick. He’s been anxiously awaiting your arrival. I don’t have to
tell you to make yourself at home.”

Shari stepped into the
spacious room. Even though she spent a lot of time at the
eighteen-room mansion, she was still in awe at the great display of
wealth. The room looked like a page out of a Victorian catalog. Two
large, deep-set windows were straight-laced in their simplicity.
There were silk wall coverings and Persian rugs. There was a
fireplace at the end of the room with framed photographs of family
members arranged on the mantel. She remembered every room had
splashes of vivid color which accented each room and made the décor
restful rather than dull. The house also had a cube shaped
elevator, decorated with a large mirror.

While she admired the room,
something caught her attention from the corner of her eye. She
turned, running her brown-eyes from the top of Derrick’s head, down
over the rest of him.

“Hello Shari.” Derrick
walked toward them with a nonchalant grace. Their son glanced up at
Derrick.

As Derrick looked down at
his son, nothing in the world could prepare him for what he was
feeling. His own flesh and blood stood before him. He felt his
pulse racing. He was more handsome than the first time he saw him.
It didn’t matter whether vanity accompanied his thoughts. He and
Shari created a great looking child.

“Hello, Christian.
Remember me?” Derrick said before kneeling down on one knee, making
himself eye level with his son. “We met in your mother’s office the
other day.”

Christian assessed Derrick.
“I remember,” he finally answered in a small, curious
voice.

“It’s good to see you
again,” Derrick said.

“Good to see you, too,”
Christian said shyly.

Derrick stood up and looked
at Shari. “For a moment,” he admitted, “I thought maybe you weren’t
coming.”

“I gave you my word we
would be here.”

He slightly tilted his
head. “I’m glad you kept your word.”

Christian looked up at
Derrick’s tall frame. “What’s your name?”

Shari’s eyes darted
involuntarily to Derrick’s face, then shifted to their son. “This
is Mr. Derrick Rawlings,” she explained, glancing over at Derrick.
“This is your father, sweetheart. Remember, I told you he’s going
to spend the day with us.”

Derrick stood quietly and
let himself be examined like a specimen under a microscope.
Finally, Christian finished his survey and gazed up at Derrick
again.

“You’re my daddy?” he
asked.

Derrick kneeled down again,
eye level with his son. “Yes, I am.”

Christian moved in a little
closer to Derrick, sensing it was all right.

“Is that okay with you?”
Derrick asked.

Christian shrugged, not
exactly sure what to do. “Yeah,” he eventually replied.

Derrick met Christian’s
glance with an outward calm that he displayed while dealing with
businessmen, but on the inside his stomach was in knots. Usually he
could figure out what adults were thinking, but the mind of a
5-year-old left him puzzled. He decided to think back to his own
childhood for reference. Then he remembered what he was like at his
age; he pushed the thought aside.

“Are we ready to go?” Shari
asked, smiling at both of them. Her heart flipped over at the
tender gaze Derrick flashed her.

“If you are,” Derrick said,
smiling back.

“Can we go see a movie?”
Christian asked.

Derrick looked over at
Shari as if he was uncertain of his action. Shari nodded and he
grinned.

“What would you like to
see?” Derrick asked, walking toward the front door, Christian’s
hand in his.

“Can we
see Shrek 2?”
Christian asked in a small voice.

“We will see whatever you
like to see, Christian, but first we’re going to have a picnic in
the park,” Derrick answered as they made their way to the
truck.

Derrick drove through the
northern part of Little Rock. Shari noticed the pleasant tone in
his voice as he pointed out his old private school to Christian.
She knew the memories were good ones. When they first met, he told
her what his affluent childhood had been like, attending private
schools until he enrolled in college.

Derrick stopped a moment so
Christian could get a closer view. As they continued on their
sightseeing tour, Christian exclaimed, “Ooh, look at the
water.”

Derrick grinned. “That’s
the Arkansas River. It is beautiful.”

Thirty minutes later,
Derrick pulled the truck into Burns Park parking lot. He carried
the picnic basket Madeline had specially prepared along with
several blankets. “I’ve been looking forward to this trip all
night.”

“Are we having a picnic,
Daddy?”

Derrick beamed proudly at
his son’s recognition of him. “Yes, we are.”

They stopped at a flat area
a couple of feet from the water and spread out a blanket. Shari
helped Derrick unpack the basket.

He looked around the park.
“I haven’t been here in years.”

“I bring Christian here
sometimes,” Shari admitted. “He likes it here. Don’t you,
sweetheart?”

“I like it,” he exclaimed,
never taking his eyes off the barbecue chicken, baked beans,
coleslaw, rolls, and chocolate cake.

A few minutes later Shari
and Derrick watched Christian leave his plate clean and wolf down a
second piece of cake. When they’d finished, Christian, asked, “Can
I go play, Mommy?”

“Sure, don’t go too far,”
Shari commanded. “I don’t want you too far out of my
sight.”

As they watched Christian
run off, Derrick turned to Shari and said, “I meant it when I said
you’ve done a great job raising him. He’s very well mannered and
definitely has your spirit.”

Shari glanced at Derrick.
“Thank you,” she said and began to clean up. “But I think that
spirit belongs to you.”

Derrick smiled, displaying
that handsome smile that won her heart over six years
ago.

“Okay, I’ll agree, but he
has your looks.”

“Wrong again. He looks just
like you.”

He nodded toward his son,
sitting in the swing. “What do you think?”

“About what?”

“You think he likes
me?”

“I think so.”

“I hope so. I really am
trying to make a good impression.”

“Don’t worry.” She smiled,
touching his arms. “You’re doing fine. After you take him to the
movie, you’re a shoe-in.”

He laughed. “Thanks for the
tip.”

“Speaking of the movie,”
she said, looking at her watch, “if we want to catch the matinee,
we better get going.”

“Yes, Ms. Thomas. I’ll go
and get my son,” he teased.

“You do that,” she said,
smiling after him, as he headed toward the swings.

Derrick watched Christian
as he swung backward and forward. He thought back to when he was a
small boy, his father would push him and Lance on a homemade swing
he built in the backyard. Those were great memories. He had a
chance now to share the same experience with his own
son.

“Will you push me, Daddy?”
“I sure can. Hold on.” Derrick stepped behind his son and carefully
began to push

the swing higher. He was
looking forward to more days like this one.

Shari walked up to find
father and son laughing, giggling. Her body warmed throughout. She
hated to end the beautiful scene.

“Come on you two,” she
said. “We’re running late.”

Derrick was having the time
of his life. He congratulated himself on how well the day was
going.

*****

 


After the movie, Derrick
took Christian for ice cream at Baskin Robbins. They’d taken
endless pictures during the day. They strolled the mall, walking
off the ice cream, as Christian relived his favorite parts of the
movie.

“Mommy,
look!” Christian ran over to the window of Toys R Us and gazed at the display
of toys.

Shari gave a small
sigh.

“Can we go in?” Christian
asked, grabbing her hand, and moving her toward the
entrance.

“No, we cannot,” Shari
said. “You have enough toys, and you rarely play with the ones you
have.”

Christian gazed up at her
and pleaded, “I don’t have a panda bear. Please, Mommy, can we go
in and look at it?”

Derrick looked over at
Shari. “It’s his day.”

“Once he’s gone in the
stores, he’s going to want more than that panda bear.”

“That’s fine. He can have
whatever he wants.” Derrick took Christian by the hand and they
marched into the store with Shari trailing behind.

Derrick had never stepped a
foot inside a toy store. He felt totally out of place. Christian,
however, seemed to be right at home.

Shari pulled Derrick to the
side. “You don’t have to do this,” she said, keeping her voice
low.

“I know I don’t have to,”
he murmured, as Christian picked up a large panda bear and put it
back on the shelf. “He’s my son, and I won’t deny him
anything.”

“Derrick, I know you want
to make up for lost time, but—”

He cut her off in
mid-sentence, “This has nothing to do with me wanting to make up
for lost time, and I resent the accusation.”

“I didn’t mean—” She began
to say, but Derrick cut her off.

“Excuse me. I have toys to
select.” He walked over to stand next to Christian, who was busy
admiring a huge teddy bear.

An hour later, they arrived
back at Shari’s house. Derrick promised to have someone drop her
car off in the morning. He came around to open Christian’s door and
carefully cradled the sound asleep little boy in his
arms.

As Shari suspected they
left the store with two large bags of toys and other items. Not
only did Christian get the panda bear, he added a large teddy bear,
a power wheel H2 Hummer truck, a Batman Jr. learning laptop, two
Batman cartoon DVDs with matching posters.

Once they were inside,
Shari watched as Derrick carried Christian draped over his broad
shoulder. Leading him down the hallway to his room, she turned on
the light switch and added the toys with the others.

She couldn’t help but
notice that his muscles moved in perfect rhythm when he moved. She
couldn’t describe the feeling flowing through her as Derrick
insisted on preparing his son for bed, a task she’d denied him all
these years.

“He’s out like a light,”
Derrick said as he looked down on a sleeping Christian. “I never
dreamed that being a father was this fulfilling.”

She looked at him and
smiled. “I know there is no other feeling like it in the
world.”

She leaned over and kissed
Christian on the forehead. Derrick followed suit with a kiss of his
own.

“Would you care for
something to drink?” Shari led him out of Christian’s bedroom and
into the living room.

Derrick fell in step beside
her. “No, thank you.”

Shari took a seat on the
sofa.

“We need to talk.” Derrick
sat down next to her.

“You want to know my
decision.”

“Yes, I do, but first
things first. I want you to know that I wasn’t trying to undermine
your authority when we were back at the store. It’s just that today
was a very special day for me,” Derrick said sincerely. “Spending
it with Christian.”

“I know,” Shari said. “I
apologize for saying that you were trying to make up for lost
time.”

He lowered his gaze.
“That’s okay. You’re not too far away from the truth.”

“You had the right to spoil
him today. I understand.”

Derrick nodded. “ I want
you to know that I’m establishing a trust fund for
Christian.”

“You don’t have to do
that.”

“You’re being ridiculous. I
told you, I plan to be in his life physically, emotionally, and
financially.”

Shari knew that arguing
with him was pointless. “Thank you, Derrick.”

Derrick slid his arm across
the back of the sofa. “ No problem. Now what about my
proposal?”

There was a long silence.
“I don’t know, Derrick.”

“I admit the situation is
awkward.”

“Very awkward. There has to
be another way for us to work this out.”

“I want the best for our
son. I’m willing to do just about anything to achieve
that.”

A pain squeezed her heart
as he again admitted he wanted to marry her for Christian’s
sake.

“It won’t work,” she
said.

“It’ll work if we make it
work,” he pleaded.

“If I agree,” she added
quickly, “ and I haven’t said I would, what will you expect from
the marriage?”

Derrick’s gaze fell upon
Shari’s face and then slowly and seductively, his gaze slid
downward to her shoulders and breasts. Getting lost in the way he
was looking at her wasn’t easy, and Shari wasn’t sure if she didn’t
like what his eyes were suggesting.

“Marriage is a partnership
that both of us should give everything to make it work.”

“So it’s not in name only?”
She nervously pushed herself to a standing position and stood
motionless in the middle of the room.

He rose in one fluid
motion, following her, and looking down upon her. “I’ll leave that
up to you.” He reached out and curved his finger under her chin.
“I’m still attracted to you. I know you’re aware of
that.”

Shari’s stomach began doing
somersaults. He was stirring up memories inside her that were never
buried. Could she live with him from day to day, knowing how things
were between them? Could she share his bed under those
circumstances?

“I don’t know what to
do.”

“About the marriage or
about me?” He kissed the tip of her nose, then her eyes, and
finally, her soft mouth.

Shari would never remember
how it happened, but the next thing she knew, he gently eased her
down onto the sofa and was on top of her. He planted a sensual kiss
on her mouth and his hand moved under her shirt and caressed her
breasts.

A moan of ecstasy escaped
her lips in response to his thumb moving over one breast, then the
other. She could feel the heat of his body course down the entire
length of hers.

Derrick sensed the
awakening flames within her. He unbuttoned her pants and placed his
finger inside her panties, touching her treasure.

Shari couldn’t help
herself. She wasn’t sure what she was doing. All she knew was that
it felt good, but his intentions were still unclear. Shari pushed
him away as a siren sounded in her head.

He looked at her intently.
Shari couldn’t help but notice he was struggling to control his
passion.

“I’m sorry.” She spoke with
as reasonable a voice as she could manage.

“You don’t have to
apologize,” he said, sitting up on the sofa. “It’s my fault. I lost
my head.”

She stood, adjusted her
blouse, and re-buttoned her pants.

“I think it’s time we
called it a night,” she said, trying to catch her
breath.

“Yeah..sure,” Derrick said,
heading toward the door. He suddenly turned back around. “Where do
you want your car dropped off? Here or the office?”

“Here.” She rushed over to
the fireplace mantel. She grabbed the extra set of car keys from
inside the vase and tossed them to him. “You are going to need
these.”

He caught the keys with one
hand. “I will talk to you later.” With a wink, he let himself
out.

 


*****

 


C h a p t e r 10

 


Lance sat at the breakfast
table and helped himself to bacon, eggs, grits, toast, and a glass
of orange juice. “Here is your coffee, Mr. Lance,” Madeline said,
setting a cup before him.

“Thank you, Madeline,”
Lance replied, taking a bite of toast. He knew Madeline had heard
the latest gossip on Shari. “How did it go yesterday?”

Madeline couldn’t stop
talking about Derrick’s son. “He looks just like him. There is no
doubt about it. Mr. Derrick is the father.” She tossed her head
back and laughed. “I remember when he was that age. Seems like it
was yesterday.”

“What seems like
yesterday?” Derrick asked as he came into the kitchen and took his
seat at the table. Madeline gave him a cup of coffee and filled him
in.

“Just talking about your
son,” she said as she wiped her hands on her apron. “Truth is, I
always thought Lance would be the first to become a
father.”

“He may be,” Derrick said,
taking a sip of coffee.

Lance looked at his empty
cup and held it out to Madeline for a refill. “If I am, I’m not
aware of it.”

“You’re just aware of
everyone elses.”

Lance threw up his hands in
exasperation. “You’re still angry about that! Look, I’ve already
said I was sorry. I thought it was cool between us.”

“It is. Don’t worry about
it.”

“What’s the latest news on
the proposal?” Madeline asked.

Derrick threw Lance a
look.

Lance shrugged his
shoulders. “She dragged it out of me,” he confessed.

“I did,” Madeline said as
she placed a bowl of cut up fruit on the table. “I’ve known you
both since you were in diapers, and since your parents are out of
town, it’s my duty to meddle in your business. How can I do that if
you keep things from me?”

Derrick looked steadily at
her, smiled, and took another sip of his coffee. “You meddle when
they’re here.”

“I do! Now, what did she
say?” Madeline demanded.

“She’s thinking about
it.”

“She did not say no.” Her
hands braced her thick hips.

“She didn’t say yes,
either.” Derrick drained his cup, stood, and spoke to both of them.
“I’ve got to get going. I have to drop off Shari’s car.”

Lance waited for Derrick to
leave the room before asking Madeline, “So what do you
think?”

“I’ll put my money on Mr.
Derrick.”

 


*****

 


As promised, Derrick
dropped the car off. He spent about an hour with Christian before
heading off to the office. They were getting along well. He was
going to be a great father.

Shari phoned Kevin and
asked him to stop by within an hour. She was nervous about meeting
with him. She didn’t know what she was going to say. She never
meant to lead him on and didn’t want to hurt him. Maybe she was to
blame, knowing how he really felt about her. She should have told
him her true feelings, told him everything.

“Oh, God, help me through
this,” she prayed aloud. “I have made such a mess of this
situation. Please, forgive me.”

Shari went into the
living room and sat on the sofa. She flipped through the stack of
magazines and finally settled on Ebony. She couldn’t find any
articles of interest and her mind kept wandering to the
conversation with Kevin in the restaurant.

“You know you can talk to
me about anything,” he’d said.

Easier said than
done, she thought as she waited for Kevin
to arrive.

Forty minutes later, Shari
greeted Kevin with a sad hello. They showed no affection. Kevin
stood in the door. Any other time he would have taken her into his
arms to comfort her.

Shari broke the awkward
silence between them, inviting him in.

“Would you like something
to drink?” she asked as she walked toward the bar.

Kevin felt like she was
patronizing him. “Stop stalling, Shari. You know I didn’t come here
for a drink.”

She stopped in her tracks.
“I’m not stalling. I was just being hospitable.”

“I don’t want you to be
polite. I want you to tell me what’s going on. Why suddenly the
cold shoulder?”

“I’m not giving you the
cold shoulder.”

“Then what do you call it!”
he snapped.

“If you calm down for a
moment, I will try to explain it to you.”

“All right, explain it to
me.”

“Have a seat, Kevin.” She
tried to keep the situation calm.

He stood motionless for a
moment and then took a seat on the sofa. Shari sat next to
him.

“I think we should remain
friends,” she finally said.

“What do you
mean?”

“I mean we should just
remain friends, nothing more.”

Kevin lowered his head.
Shari could see his jaw jumping. “When did you come to this
conclusion?” he asked.

“Kevin, it’s not like
that,” Shari said. “I thought one day we could be more than
friends,” she emphasized. “I really did.”

“What happened to change
those feelings?” His eyes bored into hers.

“Kevin, it’s not you.” She
placed her hands in her lap, wringing them together. “It’s
me.”

He leaned forward on the
sofa. “So, you have been leading me on?”

“I didn’t lead you on, and
that’s why I’m telling you how I feel.”

“You’re not telling me the
whole story, Shari.”

“I’m telling you the whole
story,” she insisted.

He shook his head and
glanced up toward the ceiling. “I never figured you to be the type
of woman to lead a man on. You strike me to be straightforward and
honest.”

She turned her head and
dropped her voice. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to disappoint you. I
just felt it was time to be honest.”

He cupped her chin in his
hand and turned her face to him. “Honesty. You said the correct
word. So, how about being honest with me?”

“It has nothing to do with
you.”

“Let me be the
judge.”

Shari didn’t want to
respond, but knew she had to. She sighed. “Do you remember the
night of the fundraiser?”

“Vividly.”

“Well, I ran into my
ex-boyfriend.”

“And?” He urged her
on.

“We dated while I was in
medical school. Then we broke up. He moved out of the country, and
I didn’t see or hear from him until the night of the
fundraiser.”

Kevin really didn’t want an
answer to his next question. He asked anyway. “Have you seen him
since that night at the fundraiser?”

“Yes.”

“Now, I see things more
clearly.” His hands grew sweaty. “You want to be with him. Is that
it?”

“I don’t know.”

“Then I don’t understand
why we can’t continue to see each other.”

“Because I don’t know what
I want.”

He sighed. “You don’t know
what or who?” He clasped his hands together and gave her a sideward
glance. “Who is he?”

“It’s…” she began, but her
voice caught in her throat. “It’s Derrick Rawlings.”

Kevin felt like the air had
been knocked out of him. He quickly regained his composure.
“Derrick Rawlings?” He’d heard her the first time. He just wanted
to make sure he heard her correctly. “Of Rawlings Industries?” He’d
heard the name but never met any of the family members until the
night of the fundraiser. Kevin got up from the sofa. “This was
about six years ago, right?”

“Yes,” she answered
softly.

“Wait a minute, is he
Christian’s father?”

“Yes.”

“I thought you told me
Christian’s father didn’t know about him.”

Shari looked up at him. “He
didn’t know,” she confirmed.

“Now he knows?” Kevin
already knew the answer. From what he’d heard he figured the
Rawlings to be a proud and responsible family.

Her voice broke. “He wants
to marry me.”

Kevin locked his gaze with
hers. “What did you say?” He grabbed her left hand, checking her
ring finger. It was bare. “That’s not like a Rawlings. He’s
slipping.”

She snatched her hand away.
“I told him I would have to think about it.”

“Let me get this straight,”
Kevin began, his voice rising with each word. “You deceived the
poor man for six years. When he wants to make everything right, you
have the audacity to tell him you have to think about it. Lady, you
have a lot of nerve.”

Shari stood, moved in close
to Kevin, and hissed, “How can you judge me without knowing the
whole story?”

He crossed his arms over
his broad chest. “So, tell me the whole story.”

Shari tried to swallow the
lump that stuck in her throat. “I never told you about Derrick,”
she whispered, “because I thought that part of my life was over.
After we broke up, he moved to London. I never heard from him. I
had no way of knowing he was going to be at the
fundraiser.”

“That doesn’t explain why
you didn’t tell him or me. Regardless, you will have a connection
to him forever.” Kevin moved away from her. At the moment, he
couldn’t stand to look at her. He felt like such a fool. “I believe
you have made your decision.”

“I haven’t made a
decision,” she defended.

He headed toward the door.
“You have.”

She could hear the hurt in
his voice. “Kevin, please....”

He walked out without
looking back.

After Kevin left, Shari
dropped down on the sofa, motionless, letting the silence loom like
a heavy mist. She never felt so sad, but she knew she’d done the
right thing. He was hurt, and it was her fault. She never meant to
hurt him. They were good friends, but her feelings for Derrick were
much more than friendship. She had to think objectively about what
her future would be like with Derrick if she married him. Having
his son was not enough to base a marriage on. She rubbed her arms,
trembling as a chill slid over her body. Maybe, just maybe, he did
still love her.

 


*****

 


The morning found Shari
asleep on the sofa. She woke in a state of confusion and for a
moment didn’t realize where she was. After a couple of seconds,
Shari recognized her surroundings and let out a yawn. She
stretched, and then focused on the clock on the end table. She
didn’t remember falling asleep, but her body needed it.

She went into her bedroom
and hit the play button on her answering machine. Kevin had called.
He apologized for reacting the way he did, and he wanted to remain
friends. What they needed was to sit down and discuss the matter
when they had time to calm down.

Christian would be up at
any moment. Shari placed the telephone in the cradle and went into
the living room and turned on her CD player. She put in all three
of Maxwell’s CDs, and hit the random button. She sang along with
“Fortunate.”.

“Fortunate, to have you girl, I’m so glad you’re in my world.
Just as sure as the sky is blue. I was blessed the day that I found
you.”

She turned the volume up
and went into the bathroom and turned on the bath water.

While she waited for the
tub to fill, she reentered her bedroom and undressed.

Moments later, she stepped
into her bathtub filled with warm scented bubbles. Shari sat in the
tub and let the lyrics speak to her. She wondered if the words
spoke of what was to be between her and Derrick

Twenty minutes later, she
toweled herself dry, reentered her bedroom, and began smoothing
lotion over every part of her body, loving the scent of it as it
absorbed in her skin. After that was done, she slipped into a
summer dress and brushed her hair into a ponytail. She peeked in
Christian’s room. He was still asleep. Determined to finish
reading, she reentered her bedroom and removed a historical novel
from the nightstand. She went into the living room and turned the
CD player off. She got comfortable and stretched out on the sofa,
reading the first ten pages before the ringing telephone
interrupted her.

“Hello?” she
answered.

“Shari?”

“Hello,
Derrick.”

“Were you busy?”

“I was reading a book.” His
voice, deep and sensual, sent a ripple of awareness through
her.

“I don’t mean to disturb
you. I want to ask you a question.”

She sat up straight. “Go
ahead. I’m listening.”

“I was wondering if you can
bring Christian out to Rawlings Manor.”

“Sure. When do you want me
to bring him over.”

“What about
today.”

“I’m bring him out this
afternoon.”

She could sense him smiling
through the phone.

“I look forward to seeing
you both.” He said.

Shari had to admit she
looked forward to seeing him too.

 


*****

 


“The relationship is
beginning to change between me and Derrick,” Shari said to Camilla.
Camilla had stopped by on her way to the office. Her first
appointment wasn’t scheduled until one o’clock. They were seated on
the deck of the patio, sipping on iced tea with lemons.

“You make it sound like
that’s a bad thing.”

“No, but right now it could
only complicate things.”

“Still avoiding passion
between you two?”

“Camilla!”

“I’ve said it before. You
need to stop avoiding your feelings for him. You know you still
want that man.”

Shari slapped her hand.
“You’re so bad.” She giggled. “You’ll be glad to know I told Kevin
the truth.”

“You did? How did he take
it?” Camilla asked.

Shari bit into the lemon.
“He was hurt.”

“Give him space and in time
he will understand you made the right decision,” Camilla said
thoughtfully.

“I feel so guilty. I know
he cares about me and Christian.”

Christian rushed out to the
patio. “Mommy, I’m thirsty. Can I have more ice tea?”

“No. You already had two
cups. Don’t you want something to eat?”

“I’m waiting to eat at
Daddy’s.”

“We’ll be going to Daddy’s
house soon.”

“Okay, Mommy.”

When Christian ran back
into the house, Camilla leaned over the table and said, “You have
nothing to feel guilty about, Shari.”

“I know you’re right,
Camilla. Christian is going to miss Kevin. I’m going to miss him,
too.” Shari looked at her watch. “We better get going if we’re
going to get to Rawlings Manor on time.”

A few minutes later, she
beckoned to Christian. He ran toward her.

“Time to go to Daddy’s,” he
said. His smile revealed just about all his pearly
whites.

“Yes, we’re on our way to
Daddy’s.”

As they prepared to leave,
she couldn’t help thinking that she wanted to see Derrick as much
as Christian did.

 


*****

As Shari pulled into the
circular drive, she was surprised to see Derrick standing in the
doorway. He pushed his hands deep into the oversized pockets of a
pair of Khakis. The top was oversized. He wore a pair of brown
sandals.

When the car stopped,
Christian opened the door and ran toward his father.

“Hi Daddy.”

“Hello Christian.” Derrick
smiled from ear-to-ear. “Good to see you again.” He gave his son a
big hug “How are you doing, Shari?”

Her breath caught in her
chest at the warm gaze he flashed her. “I’m doing okay,
Derrick.”

“I’m hungry, Daddy,”
Christian whined.

“Go on inside. Madeline
will take care of you. We’ll be there in a moment.”

Christian didn’t wait to
hear another word as he dashed through the front door.

They both smiled after
their son. “That’s your son,” Shari said, looking for something to
say. “He loves to eat.”

“He’s a growing boy. How
about a stroll over to Lilac Pond?” Lilac Pond was a man made pond,
Derrick’s great-grandfather, Cecil, added to the property when the
manor was first built over thirty years ago. When they were dating,
she and Derrick took many midnight strolls down by the
pond.

“I’d like that.”

She fell in step with him
and looked over at his blank expression. Sometimes, he was very
hard to read. Derrick reached out and took her hand in his. She
didn’t attempt to remove it.

“There is something I’ve
been meaning to ask you,” he finally said.

She glanced over at him,
wondering what it could be.

“Why did you go through
with the pregnancy? You could have taken other alternatives,
considering the situation you were in.”

Shari pushed a wayward
strand of black hair behind her ear and said, “I don’t believe in
other alternatives.” She searched his face frantically, not sure of
the reaction she was searching for. “I’m not sorry, Derrick, for
the choice I made.”

“I was just wondering if
you ever considered it.”

“Not once.”

“I want to thank you for
having him. It’s one of the most unselfish acts anyone has ever
done for me.” There was a slight tremor in his voice as though some
deep emotion had touched him.

“I knew you were in medical
school at the time, something you always wanted since childhood.”
He dipped his head slightly. “I should have been more cautious. I
wasn’t thinking. I could have ruined things for you.”

“You can’t take all of the
blame. It was just as much my fault as it was yours. Obviously, I
didn’t use precautions either. Christian has been a joy in my life,
Derrick. There hasn’t been one day that I haven’t thanked God for
him.”

He seemed to think a minute
before he spoke again. “Did he ever ask about me?”

Shari took a deep breath
and then released it. “Christian began asking questions in
preschool. He noticed some other kids had a mom and dad. He asked
where his father was. I explained to him that you lived far away.”
She looked over at him. He appeared tense. “After a while he
stopped asking.”

Derrick rolled his head,
trying to conquer the tension and anger building up in him. He had
to stay calm. He didn’t want to ruin everything they had
accomplished.

A cool breeze ruffled a
loose tendril across Shari’s face. “I’m sorry, Derrick.”

Derrick glanced over at
her, but remained quiet.

“I did tell him that you
would be there if you could,” she added.

They walked a few steps in
silence. His son was a part of him and a part of Shari. He couldn’t
help but think about the things he had missed. Things like watching
Shari’s belly expand while carrying his child. Nothing on earth
would have prevented him from being in the labor room with Shari
and being present when Christian first entered the world. He wished
he could have heard his son’s first words, seen him take his first
step, and accompanied him on his first day of school.

He gave her hand a light
squeeze. “Thanks for allowing me to be in his life.”

“You don’t have to thank
me, Derrick. You’re his father. I believe you will be a great
father and a great role model for him. You were right when you said
that I couldn’t teach him to be a man, especially an
African-American man. Only you can do that. I just wish I would
have handled the situation differently. There is no way for me to
make up for that.”

“I’m sure we can think of
something.” He arched his eyebrow.

Shari’s breath caught in
her chest. They walked a few steps in silence, then stopped and
looked at the pond.

“I’ve always enjoyed coming
here,” Shari said.

“Yes, we did have some
great moments here.”

Shari pushed him playfully.
“Like this!” She took off running along the water’s edge. Derrick
took off after her. He didn’t intend on catching her, but he wanted
to join in the fun.

She looked back in time to
see him reaching for her. She moved out of his grasp, making a one
hundred and eighty-degree turn, running the other way. Her sudden
movement took him by surprise. She pulled up her sundress, freeing
her long legs. She felt as though she was one with the wind.
Suddenly she tripped and Derrick fell on top of her. They landed in
a tangle of limbs and lay there together. His breathing was easy
and unhurried, but she kept laughing between trying to catch her
breaths. Derrick recovered quickly and swung his body to straddle
her, his knees at her sides.

“Now, I’ve got you,” he
said, pinning her arms at her side. “Say Uncle!”

She couldn’t stop laughing.
As he waited, he leaned over and cupped his hand full of water and
held it high over her threateningly. That made her laugh
harder.

“No!” she yelled. “You
wouldn’t dare!”

“Say it!”

“I’ll scream, Derrick. I
swear I will.”

“Go ahead, scream. No one
will hear you.”

“Okay, okay,” she said, “I
give in.”

“Come on, say it, say
Uncle.”

“Uncle! Uncle!” she
screamed.

“It’s about time. It’s
amazing what you have to do to get some respect around
here.”

He rolled off her and onto
his back at her side. They lay face up, shaded by the large oak
tree.

Shari couldn’t help but
smile. Life was too sweet, too precious, and too full of promise to
worry about the past. Her skin felt tingly and alive, more alive
than ever before. It was as if she could experience the world
through every pore in her body.

“Do you still miss London?”
she spoke out of the blue, interrupting their thoughts.

Life had drastically
changed for Derrick. He’d forgotten he’d told her that he missed
London. He reached over and caressed the thumb of his right hand
across her right cheek. Shari felt her cheeks warm.

A look of contentment
settled on his handsome features. His hands shot out and took her
hand in his, pulling her gently into his arms.

“I don’t miss London,” he
answered. “I’m happier than I’ve ever been here with you and
Christian.”

They stared in each other’s
eyes, then his eyes dropped to her chest where the wet dress molded
itself to her body, her nipples hardened against the light fabric.
Knowing he could see the shape of her full breast, her face grew
warm. His glance rose to her face again. He stared at her as if
seeing her for the first time.

A moment later, he settled
between her thighs. Looking down at her, he licked his lips,
simultaneously running his fingers through her hair. She watched
his lips descend to meet hers. He nipped at her lips, then he
proceeded to move his tongue up and down the slender column of her
throat, before returning to reclaim her mouth.

Derrick lifted her small
waist, wrapping her legs around his waist. His desire rose quickly
as there was no way he could control the hardness pressing up
against her warm triangle. She groaned as his hands gently caressed
her breasts. His large thumb began sweeping back and forth, making
her nipples stand at attention. His tongue gently parted her lips.
She felt the aching between her thighs.

Derrick really wanted to
make love to her there on Lilac Pond, like he’d done so many times
in the past. He wanted Shari more than anything in his world, but
he didn’t want a repeat of the other night. He drew back. He was
already pushing things with Shari, he didn’t want to blow
it.

He broke off the kiss. “We
better get going,” he said.

Because she hadn’t stirred,
Derrick helped Shari to her feet. A speechless Shari joined him in
step. Her head pounded loudly. She closed her eyes and inhaled a
deep breath.

They walked along in
silence, and when they reached the house, Shari turned to him.
“What did you have planned today?” she asked. Her mind still
reeling from what happened a few minutes ago.

“I didn’t have any special
plans. I just wanted to see you and Christian.”

“You don’t have to see me
to spend time with Christian.”

“Are you saying you’re not
enjoying my company?” he asked, smiling over at her.

“No, I’m not saying that,”
she replied. “I was just saying you can see Christian without me
being around. It would give the two of you a chance to bond as
father and son.”

“Why don’t we talk in the
family room?” He placed his hand in the small of her back as they
walked down the hallway.

“I’ll get Madeline to get
you some dry clothing,” Derrick said.

“There’s no need for that.
I need to get going.”

“You can’t drive home like
that. Besides, you just got here. There are some things we need to
discuss.”

“For instance?” Shari
prompted.

“I do appreciate your
concern over Christian and I, but we will be fine. I’m concerned
about you and me.”

“There’s no need to be
concerned.”

Derrick’s expression grew
serious. “I care about you, Shari.”

Shari refused to drop her
eyes. She looked directly into his smoldering, light brown eyes. He
said he still cared about her. Was that the depth of his
feelings?

“I care about you too,
but—” Shari replied.

“You’re not sure whether I
really care about you, for you, or because you’re the mother of my
son.”

“Yes.”

“From what happened down at
the pond, there is still something between us,” he said in a soft
tone. “But—”

“You’re not sure what,”
Shari finished for him. “Neither do I,” she lied.

Derrick didn’t respond. He
didn’t have too. He’d already made his feelings clear.

“I better go check on
Christian,” Shari said as she left him standing in the middle of
the room.
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“He’s all tuckered out,”
Madeline said as she carried Christian in her arms. “Where would
you like for me to put him, Mr. Derrick?”

“Oh, Madeline. Don’t
bother. Give him to me and we’ll be on our way,” Shari
said.

Derrick looked at Shari.
“Tonight you’re my guest,” he said to her. “He’s already asleep and
it’s getting late. Madeline, I want you to put Shari in the Rose
Room on the second floor and Christian across from her.”

“Yes, Mr. Derrick,”
Madeline said as she began to head up the stairs. “Come with me,
Ms. Shari.”

Shari looked up in time to
see Madeline disappear around the corner before she could
object.

“Derrick, we’re not
prepared to spend the night,” Shari argued.

“Whatever you need will be
provided,” Derrick advised.

“Fine.” Shari knew it
wouldn’t do any good to argue with him. She followed Madeline up
the stairs. Shari went ahead of her to open the door.

When Shari and Madeline
tucked Christian in, Shari took time to look around the room. It
was huge, containing everything that a 5-year-old child could dream
of. It was a perfect setting for a little prince; decorated in blue
and white, complete with a collection of trains, airplanes,
posters, and large stuffed animals.

Madeline turned to Shari
and said, “Mr. Derrick managed to have the whole room renovated
within the last couple of days. He had the staff working day and
night to get it finished.”

“This is amazing,” Shari
said in awe.

“I hope he likes it,”
Derrick said. Shari and Madeline turned to find Derrick standing in
the doorway.

“I’ll go turn down the bed
for Ms. Shari,” Madeline said.

“Thank you, Madeline,”
Shari said.

Madeline nodded and closed
the door.

Derrick walked over,
smiled, and kissed his son on the forehead.

“Sleep tight little man,”
he whispered.

“You think he has enough
toys?” Shari asked.

Derrick laughed as he led
Shari out the room.

“I hope so.”

“It’s magnificent. I don’t
think we’ll ever get him to come out. Thank you,
Derrick.”

He looked toward
Christian’s room and turned back toward Shari.

“No, thank you.” He kissed
her softly on the lips. “I’ll see you in the morning,” he added and
then he turned and walked away, leaving Shari staring at his
retreating figure.

 


****

 


Derrick kept asking himself
over and over again the same question: how could he make Shari
believe he cared about her more today than yesterday? The question
kept him wide awake late in the night, staring up at his bedroom
ceiling. He rolled over onto his side, punching his pillow, unable
to find a comfortable position in his king-size bed. It was
useless. He was unable to stop thinking of Shari. If he told her
that he loved her, she wouldn’t believe him. She was convinced that
he only wanted to marry her because of Christian.

Derrick couldn’t blame her
for thinking the way that she did. He only threatened to take their
son away from her if she didn’t marry him. He wasn’t good at
showing emotions; didn’t know how to tell her that he wanted to
marry her because he loved her.

Even though she tried to
avoid his advances, he had a hunch she was still attracted to him.
It was in her eyes; the way she returned his kisses. She had the
softest lips he’d ever tasted. To feel her tongue dancing with his
again caused his body to harden.
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