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CHAPTER ONE
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God, it was humiliating, and she certainly didn’t deserve it.  She wasn’t like those other women, who seemed so content to be standing around freezing their butts off on some smelly street corner, waiting for a bus that was consistently late.  Critically, she eyed her shivering friend standing so close to her that their shoulders touched.  Seemed that extra weight she carried wasn’t doing much to keep her warm.

“God, I hate this,” Grace complained through chattering teeth.  “Bette, how can you do this day after day?  Girl, if my car wasn’t in the junkyard...
“Yeah, that was a bad break your car being totaled like that,” Bette commiserated.  “But that’s what drunk drivers do.  That or killing somebody.”
“I heard that,” someone agreed.

Grace glanced at the woman standing just in front of them.  Who the hell is even talking to you, she said in her head, thinking how familiar and rude these street people were.  Again, she looked at Bette in her cheap but warm coat.  Purple microfiber for goodness sake!  She had always taken the bus and actually seemed to enjoy talking to the other women and always offered that late-ass bus driver a smile and something nice to say.  Well, that certainly didn’t mean she had to allow him to grin all in her face.  But then, she and Bette were like night and day, she remembered, shoving her expensive leather gloves into her fur-trimmed overcoat.  The girl just had no clue at all.  She never wore makeup, and the extra weight just ruined her figure. Good thing she had good hair and the sense not to ruin it with chemicals.  Grace almost envied her those thick loose waves that she could just run a brush through after she blow dried it and sprayed in some oil sheen. 

“Cold ain’t it?” she said hunching her shoulders.

“And it’s going to get worse tomorrow.  Snow and sleet,” a woman informed everyone.

“Oh, no. Not sleet!” a college student wailed.

“I love snow,” her friend enthused.

“I bet you won’t like it with sleet,” the woman said.  

Grace couldn’t tell her age or what she even looked like with the scarf covering her nose and mouth.  She sounded kind of matronly.  Probably why she came across as a know it all.  “That’s all I need on top of everything else,” Grace griped, “Worse weather!”

“Well, look on the bright side,” Bette smiled at her.

“The bright side?”  Was she nuts or what?

“Yeah, you won’t have to drive around in it.”

Grace rolled her eyes upward.  “Bette, I swear sometimes...” she counted to five.  “Girl, I don’t see how you stand this.  It’s so inconvenient and having to stand out here freezing our tits off just to board a stinky bus.  Girl, I swear I’m taking a taxi in tomorrow.  I can’t believe I let you talk me into this shit.”  A few of the women in front turned and glanced at Grace with silent disapproval.  One woman met her eyes a couple seconds before turning back around.  

“Come on, it’s not that bad.” Bette reached into her big shoulder bag, pulled out a pair of earmuffs, and put them on over her scarf.  “What did your folks say about your car being hit like that in your driveway?”

“I didn’t tell them.”

“Why not?”

“I don’t know,” Grace shrugged.  “It was a gift from them and I don’t want them thinking it was my fault for not putting it in the garage.  Anyway, I found the same year and color so I can get it replaced before they even find out.  God, I hate driving a car someone else already owned, but I couldn’t bear Mom calling me irresponsible again.”
“Your mom wouldn’t say that.  It was an accident.”
“Bette, I’m talking about my mother, not yours,” Grace retorted curtly.  “My family isn’t the Cosbys.”

Bette adjusted the strap on her shoulder and looked down the street.  Grace felt the silent stares from the other women and the younger college students.  She started to ask them what the hell they were looking at, instead she shoved her gloved hands deep into her pockets and ignored the busybodies.

“Here it comes,” one of the college students called out picking up her briefcase and started the line.  

Once they were seated, Grace immediately took off her coat to show off her new ermine sweater and the way it accentuated the form of her small breasts.  

“My, that’s pretty,” Bette said, and couldn’t resist stroking the fur.  “It’s real isn’t it?”

“Of course.   Hector knows I only appreciate the best.”

“You sure are lucky,” Bette said.

“Lucky?  You call riding a bus lucky?” 

“You bringing Hector to the Christmas party,” Bette asked changing the subject.  

“If I decide to go.  You got any prospects?”

“For what?”  Bette asked, going through her purse.  She pulled out a couple of peppermint sticks from the bottom and offered one to Grace, who looked at her like she was crazy.

“Didn’t you just bring up that damned Christmas party?”

“Yeah, but you know I don’t go to company parties.”  She sucked on both sticks at the same time.

Grace stared at her then shook her head. The girl just didn’t care. “You still saving money for that crazy wedding idea of yours?”

“It’s not crazy.”  She twirled the sticks to the other side of her mouth swallowing a glob of spit.

“Damn girl,” Grace scowled.  

“What?”

“Tell me something.”  Grace waited for Bette to empty her mouth.  “If you can’t get a date for the Christmas party at work, how you expect to get married to some guy you never met or even heard of in the next five years?”

“I told you,” she smiled.  “All the single sisters are praying for each other.”

“If you believe so much, why don’t you pray for a date for the party?”

“Grace.”

“Don’t ‘Grace’ me.  Girl, you have to get out there.”

“I’ll meet someone,” Bette insisted.

“How when you never do anything or go anywhere?”

“It’s in God’s hands,” Bette said as if that explained it all and dug a crumpled newspaper out of her purse.  She started on the crossword puzzle and gave it all her attention. 

Grace stared at her bowed head and felt like snatching the paper from her hands.  If she didn’t want to talk, just say so, damn it.  But then, Grace thought, settling back into the uncomfortable public transportation seat, each morning it was Bette’s goal to complete a puzzle before the bus pulled into the terminal, which was one block from the building they had worked together for the last twelve years.
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Grace entered the outer office area smiling at her co-workers and lowly receptionists alike.  She quickly walked back through to the break room for coffee and morning pastries, knowing the brisk swaying of her hips in the tight skirt had to draw every man’s eye to her taut derriere.  A quick perusal as she poured her coffee, assured her one man in particular was doing just that and rather boldly too.  She smiled at him taking a sip of her coffee then left to go down the hall to her office.  

Of course, he was interested, she sighed satisfied smoothing her skirt before sitting down in her white leather swivel chair and faced the window.  Every morning since he came to run the agency, he had checked her out blatantly along with the other men.  And each day she chose her wardrobe carefully taking extra pains with her makeup, because Jackson Simmons was to her, a man among men.  He had to be at least six four and over two hundred pounds with that powerful looking physique.  

“Morning, Ms. Miller.” 

Grace swiveled around to greet the masculine voice.  “Mister Simmons.”  This was the first time he came to seek her out before opening the offices.

“Did I startle you?” he asked, approaching her desk.

“A little.  I was just daydreaming.”  She looked up at him hoping the smile on her face wasn’t too much, but she couldn’t help it, all she could think about was reeling him in. Those incredible hazel eyes seemed to be able to see through her blouse.  Bette once commented that his skin was too light, but to Grace that was his best feature.

“May I sit down?” he asked.

“Certainly,” she said, sitting up straighter, pushing her chest forward.

“Ms. Miller-”

“Oh please, call me Grace,” she invited. “Everyone else does.”

“Then you must call me Jackson.”  His smile broadened when she crossed her legs. “As you know, I’ve only been with this agency for a few months, and I haven‘t had the pleasure of knowing anyone socially.”  Grace silently nodded and he continued. “I hear the Christmas party is the event to really mingle.”

“Oh yes, it is,” she readily agreed. “Personally, I try to attend every year with my friend Bette, but I think she’s taking a date this year.”

“Bette?” 

“Bette Hightower.  She’s a secretary downstairs in legal, a little on the plump side.”

“I think I’ve seen you ladies together, but I don’t believe I’ve actually met her.  She looks like a nice girl.”

“Oh, she is.  And she’s worked here since graduating high school.”

“I guess that must say something about our little agency.  But like I was saying, I think this party is a great idea, only I don’t know anyone really-”

“Everyone is friendly.”

“Including you, Grace?  Will I see you at the party?”  

“Possibly.  It depends on Bette, I’m afraid.”

“I suppose, it’s a little late to officially ask you for a date?”

She just gave him a little smile.

“Then perhaps another time?” he proceeded undauntedly.  “Lunch after the holidays?”

“Sure.  I think that would be fine.”

“Good.  I hope to see you Friday night,” he said, rising.  

“Me too,” she said, watching his long legs walk him out of her office, quite pleased with the results.  He had practically begged her for a date. 
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She’d promised, but she couldn’t go.  It was that simple.  She had nothing suitable to wear, at least nothing that didn’t make her look so fat.  Of course, who said you had to wear a party dress to a party?  “Grace did.”  She sighed and turned for a side view in the mirror, sucking in her gut as her mother would put it.  Last year, the spandex dress was the ticket, but that was ten pounds ago.  After tossing the garment into the back of her closet, she went to her dresser drawers searching until she found a pair of black tights with a control top panty.  She figured she looked smoother, but she realized a form fitting dress was not the thing for tonight.  And for once, she wished she’d taken Grace’s advice and had the garden salad for lunch instead of the usual burger and supersized fries. 

She stripped then pulled on a black elastic waist skirt and a shiny gold sleeveless sweater Grace gave her last Christmas.  It worked pretty good she decided, not what Grace would be caught wearing though, with her slim and tight everything body.  She stepped into her shoes then went back to the full-length mirror to check herself out.  Feeling good, she smiled at her image in the mirror.  “Not so bad for a chunky-” her compliment was interrupted by the doorbell. She hurried to let Grace in.

Grace cringed at the sight of a swinging wicker chair near the window and a bulletin board with all kinds of memorabilia of the last twenty years or so.  It crossed her mind again that Bette had no taste at all, or the poor girl thought she was still seventeen.  Either way, it was sad.  Only this year, she decided on the spot, some changes were coming that girl’s way and soon because she was going to see to it.  Grace turned to examine Bette’s appearance.

Bette wasn’t usually exactly fashion minded.  However, tonight to Grace’s great surprise, she was wearing a skirt and blouse that showed she had legs and a passable figure.  Of course with breasts like those, most men won’t be looking past her chest much anyway.  

“What’s in the bag, Grace?” Bette asked, taking down a braid.

“I thought you might need a few accessories.”  Grace pulled out a pair of dangly gold earrings, a small gold purse and a long pendant necklace, and a pair of sheer black pantyhose.  “Those tights have to go,” Grace said, tossing Bette the package.  “And carry this purse instead of that suitcase you take every damn where.  You are wearing your hair up, right?”  

Grace walked around the bedroom while Bette did as she told her.  She picked through the mess on her dresser.  “Here, try this lipstick.”

“I already-”

“I know, but it’s the wrong color for you.”  

“I thought it was pretty,” Bette defended her choice.  “Tina Turner wears-”

“Girl, I know you’re not comparing yourself to that old train wreck.”  She shoved a tissue in Bette’s hand.  “And slap on some more foundation,” she ordered lighting a cigarette. “You mind if I smoke, Bette?”

“I guess not, seeing that you’re already puffing away.”  She sat before her mirror to finish up her hair and makeup then turned to Grace for a final inspection.

“Not bad.  Not bad at all,” she said squinting through smoke. “Now remember, if somebody asks you to dance, for God’s sake, say yes.”

“Dance?”  Bette’s face fell.  Nobody said anything about dancing.  

“We’re going to a party, Bette.  Of course, you are expected to dance.”

“But I don’t know how, except ballroom-”

“For Pete’s sake!  Why do you have to make a big deal out of something so simple? All you have to do is try.  For once in your life try to have fun, forget all that worrying.  Don’t be a drag all your life!”

Bette merely rolled her eyes as she went to the closet for her jacket. “Tell me about this Jamal,” she requested.  

“I told you.” Grace wandered out into the living room to fuss with her clothes and push up her hair. “Are those shoes new?” she asked.

“No.  And all you told me was that Jamal is your cousin Mel’s cousin by marriage. What does he look like and how old is he?”

“Well, I’m surprised at you,” Grace hedged.  “Didn’t think you went in for all that, but to answer your question, Jamal is rich and a fun-”

“You’ve dated him then,” Bette gleaned.  “Is he black?”

“Don’t you think I’d have told you if he wasn’t?”

“Not particularly,” Bette answered dryly. “Is he old?”

“Why would you ask that?”

“Because you seem to like rich, old men with bald heads,” Bette retorted.  “You might think Hector looks like Ricardo Maltaban, but he looks like Howard the Duck to me, waddling around trying to keep up with you.”

“Now, that was a lousy thing to say to me.  Are you planning on keeping your word or not?”

“I don’t see why you can’t just go alone.  All you plan to do is hook up with Mister Simmons.”

“Look, if he’s at the party alone, I’ll know he expected to see me, but I can’t let on that I dumped my date just for him.”

“But you did.”

“Bette, do I look like a woman that sits around waiting for men to ask her out?  Okay, in this case, I do, but they need to think my card is already full.  Men find that more of a challenge and worthwhile.”

“I’ll meet this guy Grace, and only because like an idiot, I said I would without thinking it through.  But if he’s anything like Hector, I’ll tell everyone he’s your cousin and vamoose out of there so fast-”

The doorbell chimed and Grace rushed to answer it.  On the other side was a man dressed all in black except for a Santa Claus hat he wore at an angle on top his below the shoulder length dreads.  He walked in casually, hands in pockets and kissed Grace’s cheek.

Bette had to admit, Grace didn’t lie about his looks.  He was dark with classic features, medium height and build, quite handsome in Bette’s estimation.  She allowed his obvious perusal of her body and face, feeling an unfamiliar heat creep over her when she noticed his eyes linger at her bosom.

“Bette, this is Jamal Jeffery.”  Grace did the introductions.  “Jamal, this is Bette Hightower.”

“How do you do?”  Jamal asked in a slightly gruff sounding voice.  By his smile, Bette assumed he wasn’t disappointed in her appearance.  

“Fine,” she answered, noting a sparkle to his brown eyes and the extra white of his teeth.  More than pleased with the way he looked and the fact that he was young, she suggested they make a move toward the party.  Jamal helped her holding out her coat.  Bette could feel his breath on the back of her neck and could smell the pleasing scent of his cologne.  She smiled up at him when he opened the door for them to leave.

The party was in full swing by the time the trio arrived.  At the door, Grace managed to pose a little, well aware she was turning more than a head or two.  She quickly scanned the crowd as some designated person took their coats. “Damn,” she uttered, disappointed that Jackson wasn’t there to witness her arrival.

“Girl, that’s one tough dress.”  A buxom woman with blond streaks in her black hair appeared in front of Grace.  She had a large blue drink with two straws in her hand.  “What little there is of it,” she added with a good-natured laugh.

“Oh, Selma.”

“There was a time I could wear a dress like that,” Selma announced.  “Of course that was twelve years and four big head boys ago,” she added proudly.

“Yeah?”  Jamal eyed her rounded belly in the tight fitting velvet jumpsuit.

“Yeah.”  She smiled and eyed him back.  “And who might you be, sugar?”

“I’m Jamal.”  He stepped forward to take her hand.

“My, aren’t you the cat’s pajamas.”

“Jamal is Bette’s date,” Grace said, interrupting the moment.

“Huh?”  Selma slipped her hand from his light grasp and turned to Bette.  “Girl, I didn’t see you there.  Always so quiet, and girl aren’t you pretty tonight!”  She met Jamal’s eye one last time. “Well, uh, I guess I’ll see y’all later.  I still have a bit of mingling to do.”  Then she was off.

“Look you two,” Grace said.  “I’ve some mingling to do myself.”  She’d just tracked Jackson on the other side of the room, across the dance floor.  Lord, he was gorgeous in that camel sweater and matching slacks.

“Grace-”

“Be right back,” she promised.

It didn’t take him long to sense someone standing behind him.  “Miss Miller,” he said and his shrimp dropped from his fork missing the plate.  “I must say you are breathtaking tonight.”

“Thank you,” she said then put something on a toothpick in her mouth.

“Did you just arrive?  I didn’t see you earlier.”

“Just a few minutes ago,” she said taking a plate and began filling it with fruit.  “Bette and Jamal swung by at the last minute to pick me up.  Of course, they were already running late.  Those two are like a couple of teenagers.”  

“Would you like a drink?”

“I‘d love one.  Champagne, please.”

“Coming up.”

Good start, Grace thought, with a contented smile, she watched Jackson stroll over to the bar.  He stopped once to speak with another man, who glanced at her after Jackson had walked away.  He wasn’t as tall or as good looking as Jackson, but his beefy physique filled out his expensive looking suit rather well.  She ignored his smile and adjusted her necklace then regally awaited Jackson’s return.

“Would you care to dance?”  Jackson asked.  

“Sure, but our plates.”
“Let’s find a table,” he suggested, scanning the crowded room.
“Hey, Gracie.”   Jamal waved at her to join him and Bette.  Theirs was practically the only available seating left.

She turned reluctantly to Jackson. “You mind?”

“Not at all.”
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After the introductions had been made, Bette sat alone with Jamal again.  He seemed content for the moment to sit sipping at his drink, watching dancers twirl around and gyrate against each other on the floor, especially the female kind and one female in particular.

“Why don’t you ask her to dance?”  Bette suggested.

“Who?”

“Selma.  Don’t play dumb.”

Jamal considered her a moment looking her up and down, then put his arm around the back of her chair moving in closer.  She went still when he touched her knee under the table with his thigh.  She pushed it away and he laughed taking another sip from his glass.

“You’re getting drunk,” she remarked.  

“I’ll stop if you dance with me.”

“Don’t bother.  I think I’m going to leave.”

He frowned slightly and asked, “You for real?”  Then he smiled at her serious expression.  “Okay, I’ll be a good boy.  Won’t take my eyes off you.  How’s that?”

“You have to sit so close?”  The lights dimmed and the music slowed down to quiet sexy tunes.  She felt his thigh push against hers again and his fingers were playing with the fall that hung so close to her neck.  

“Let’s dance.”

Their dance consisted mostly of him pushing his lower region into her as he sang in her ear.  He had a passable voice and he knew all the words to the song that Bette hadn’t heard since junior high.  He sniffed in her hair then hummed through the song a little.  “Don’t you smell good,” he murmured and kissed the side of her face.

“Jamal, cut it out,” she said before he kissed her mouth.  “Anyway, the music stopped.”

“And they’ll start another one.”

She looked around the dark room self-consciously.  Jamal’s other hand was almost touching her butt and their bodies were jammed together.  A hot excitement rushed through her when he deliberately pressed himself into her belly.  He grinned down at her devilishly.  It galled her that he knew she enjoyed the way he was making her feel. “I’m done, Jamal.  Let’s go back to our table.”

“Sure, baby.”  

“Looking good out there,” Grace said with the lights coming back up.

“Feeling good too,” Jamal said, sliding in close with an arm around Bette.

She looked at Grace’s smiling face and ignored Mister Simmons. “Excuse me, please.  I have to powder my nose.”

Surprisingly, the ladies room was empty and she rushed to the round sofa to sit down.  Her face and belly felt warm with thinking about how provocatively Jamal danced with her in a room full of people.

“What’s the matter?” Grace asked, taking a seat beside her. “Did Jamal get too fresh or something?”

“No.  I, uh, I got cramps.”

“Want some Midol?”  Grace unsnapped her little purse.

“I think I’d rather we called it a night.”  She stood rubbing her belly where Jamal’s hardness had touched her.  “And I wish you’d ride back with us in the limo.”

“So, he did get fresh!” 

“He wasn’t so bad, but I’d prefer not to ride home alone with him being a stranger and all.”  

“Okay, let’s have a last drink and then we’ll say goodnight.”

“I’m sorry, Grace,” she said genuinely.  “I hope you got somewhere with Mister Simmons.”

“Oh girl, it’s in the bag.”

“And here they come,” Jackson said rising, giving the impression that they had been discussing them during their short absence.

Jamal jumped up to pull out Bette’s chair taking the opportunity to get close to her again.  “I brought you a glass of champagne, and I want to offer a toast to Gracie for bringing us together.”

“Jamal, that’s embarrassing,” Grace chided.

“No, really it isn’t often a man gets to meet a real lady he can groove with.”

“Here, here,” Jackson raised his glass.  

As they all clicked, Bette noticed the paleness of his hand and looked up at his face. Returning his smile, she took a sip.  Hazel eyes, she noticed.  And they were locked on her. She purposely smiled at Jamal to break the sudden unease she felt.  If she didn’t know better, she’d say he was staring at her.  It occurred to her that her new boss had witnessed the sexual display between herself and Jamal.  Embarrassed, she took another sip of wine. 

“Miss Hightower,” he said, bringing her eyes back up to his. “Grace told me you’ve worked in legal for several years.  You must really like your job,” he speculated after a pause she didn’t pick up.

“It’s okay.”
“Oh, come on,” Jamal encouraged. “You could always use a raise.  Nobody appreciates secretaries the way they should.”
“Do you feel that way, Miss Hightower?”

“Come on, Simmons.  You’re putting her on the spot.”

“Then I apologize,” he said.

“That isn’t necessary,” Grace spoke up following the little tension that passed between Jackson and Jamal.  “We’re all just talking.  Right, Bette?”

“Of course.”  She caught the big eyes Grace flashed directly on her.  Not exactly sure what they meant, Bette felt she had to say something else. “Why should you apologize for being interested in an employee?”  She looked at Jamal rather than Jackson, who seemed to be studying her.  The last thing she needed was him asking questions about her job that she neither liked nor disliked.  It was just a way to pay her bills and use the training she’d paid for in vocational school.  She was sure that wasn’t the answer he was looking for.  And like her father was known for saying, never trust management.  No matter how friendly and easy going they seemed because in the end you’ll always lose or get your feelings hurt. “Mister Simmons, it was nice meeting you,” she said, starting to rise and finally meeting his easy stare again.  

“Same here,” he said, taking her hand, helping her to her feet. “Just wish you didn’t have to rush off.”

Bette remained silent, even when he squeezed her fingers, offering her another smile. Again, she felt obligated to look into his hazel gaze.  After she smiled back, he let her hand slip from his grasp. 

“Yeah,” Jamal said putting an arm around Bette’s middle, drawing her back to him. “But baby’s got the right idea.  This party is winding down.  You coming, Gracie?”

“Oh, don’t worry about Grace.  I’ll be glad to see her home,” Jackson offered.

“Wonderful,” Jamal said.

“That’s nice, Mister Simmons.”  Bette pulled back.  “But Grace has plans to stay with me tonight.”

“He can drop her off at your place later,” Jamal squeezed her middle, which she ignored.

“Grace and I already made plans.”  Grace sat there blankly staring at her.  Trying to find a way to go back on her word, Bette concluded.  “Didn’t we, Gracie?”

“Yes,” she finally spoke up.  “Jackson, Bette isn’t really feeling well.  Drinking doesn’t agree with her.”  She allowed Jackson to help her from her seat.

“I’m not drunk,” Bette protested, amazed that Grace would say such a thing in mixed company.  “But I admit the alcohol isn’t helping the way I feel.”

“Aw baby,” Jamal sympathized.  “You should have said something earlier.” 

“Maybe we can all get together again sometime,” Jackson suggested.  “When you are feeling better.”

Her head came up.  She looked at Grace, who was smiling at her trying to get a response out of her with her eyes again. “Sure,” she said.  “I guess.”

“Goodnight then,” Jackson’s smile included everyone.  “And, Merry Christmas.”

“Yeah,” Jamal said leading Bette away.  “Merry Christmas,” he added with a toss over his shoulder.

“Jamal,” Grace hissed through a fake smile as they were retrieving their coats. “That was on the verge of rudeness.”

“What’s rude is putting an employee on the spot.”

“He was being nice, including her in the mix.”

“Oh, is that what he was doing?” Jamal said.  He helped Bette with her coat then put an arm back around her waist and led her out.  
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Jamal sat close, held her almost captive with an arm around her shoulder.  She ignored the putout expression and exhaling of Grace’s breath from across the limo.  She preferred to take in Jamal’s cologne and share a smile here and there and listen to the soft gruff sound of his voice.  His attentiveness had to be an act.  How could he have just met her and found her so interesting?  She wondered what all Grace had told a man as sophisticated and attractive as Jamal to agree to date someone he never laid eyes on before?  He could have gone to the party alone and hooked up with anyone.

“Thank God,” Grace announced seemingly out of the blue.  “At last,” she grumbled and unbuckled her seatbelt.

“Uh, what?”  Bette asked then realized the car had pulled up in front of her building.  How long had she been staring back at his smiling eyes?  “I guess this is where I get out.  It was nice meeting you,” she said.  Reluctantly, she slid out of his arm, then followed Grace’s lead and slid out of the limousine. “Good night, Jamal.” 

“Wait, baby, the night is still young.  I know a few quiet places-”

“I’m tired,” she replied truthfully.  Normally, she’d have retired a couple of hours ago.  She began to climb the steps to her building on wobbly legs.  “Good night.”

“Only if you send me away with a goodnight kiss,” he insisted following her up the steps.

“Aren’t you gone yet?” Grace grumbled from the security door. 

“What’s wrong with a little kissing after a fun night out?”  He met her eyes, as he took the last step up.

“Leave her alone.”

Instead, he slipped his hands inside her jacket, touched her back and waist, urging her closer with his parted lips and sexy eyes.  He acted like he had all the time in the world for her to come to him, which she did as if in a trance.

“Jamal, you back off,” Grace ordered and tore out of the doorway, but it was too late.  Bette had already moved in to receive his kiss.

It was semi-long and slow.  And so yummy, Bette thought as her arms went around his neck to hug him closer.

“Good night, baby,” he said after he finally pulled away.  “Merry Christmas.”

“Wow,” she exclaimed in a soft voice as the limousine pulled from the curb.

~*~
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Grace kicked out of her shoes then reached for the pack of spiced cigarettes on the coffee table.  She took two deep puffs before she sat down on the couch.

It was getting so that you couldn’t count on anyone these days.  In all their years of friendship, Bette had always played the scared little brown mouse, acting like sex and men weren’t all that important.  If she had known Bette was just playing all night, she’d have let Jackson take her home for her own brand of fun.  A smile formed on her face when she remembered they had agreed to have lunch on Monday, which meant she came out of the evening better than Bette, after all.

Settling back, she compared her fortunate life to Bette’s.  The girl didn’t realize she was drowning in that secretarial pool, working behind the scenes and making that hag of a boss look good.  And what was she getting for all that work?  She couldn’t even afford a car.  Yeah, the poor thing needs me all right, Grace thought, inhaling deeply.  And that reminded her that Bette was getting stretch marks on her upper arms that her sweater couldn’t quite hide.  Grace made a mental note to be sure not to buy her any more sleeveless tops, and then she examined her own perfect skin.  She’d used cocoa butter religiously since the age of twelve, and it had paid off keeping her skin as soft and smooth and toned as any eighteen-year-old.

Her white princess phone rang interrupting her thoughts.  She hated the shrill sound it made, but it was the look she thought complimented the décor of her house.

“Hello,” she said putting a sultry tone to her voice.

“Grace!  Where the hell have you been?” an angry Spanish-accented male voice demanded.

“Hector?” she asked disappointed as hell.

“Who the hell else?” he barked.

“Are you drunk?” 

“I’ve been calling you most of the night!  And don’t try to say you were with Bette because I called her place too, several times.”

“God, Hector.” She was bored with the song and dance.

“You might be young and beautiful, but that doesn’t make me stupid.”  

“You’re right, it doesn’t,” she agreed, dryly blowing smoke in the air. “And for the record, I’m tired of you calling yourself checking up on me.”

“Then in future tell me where the hell you are!”

“I don’t think I like your tone, Hector.  And I damn sure am not about to keep listening-”

“I’m coming over right now.  If someone is with you, you better kick his ass out!”

Grace stood up holding the phone. “Look here, you bring your bowlegged self over here acting a fool tonight, I’ll have your bald headed ass thrown in jail so fast you’ll think-”

“Grace!”

“Nobody tells me what to do, Hector.  I don’t care how rich and generous you think are.  You remember this, you- do- not- own- me!” She yelled at the top of her lungs then began breathing heavily out of her nose.  “In fact, don’t you call me anymore.”

“Grace!  Don’t- don’t be hasty.  I think you misunderstand me.  I just miss you lately.”

“I’m busy.”

“Of course you are and I’m sorry.  Guess what?” When she didn’t, he went on. “I went shopping today.”

“Oh?”

“I bought that little bracelet you went on about.  I thought tonight would be a good time to give it to you.  Let me come over, Grace.  Please.”

“It’s late and I’m beat.”

“How about brunch?  And we can do some more Christmas shopping,” he offered.  “What do you say?”

“I’m not doing brunch.  You can call for me around five.”  

“Grace, I miss you.”

“Goodnight,” she said with a loud yawn and hung up the phone.
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CHAPTER TWO
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“Talked to your folks lately, man?”

“No,” Jackson answered, and handed Terry a bottle of beer.  He went back to the stove to stir the chili, after a quick taste, he added a little more chili powder.

“Saw your mother about a month ago in Atlanta.”  Terry had followed him into the kitchen.  “She asked about you.”

“Yeah?”  Jackson asked, not turning around.

“Said to say, she wishes you’d write once in a while instead of that awful card you send every year. ‘Just to let you know I’m still alive.'  Pretty cold, man.”  Terry turned up his bottle.

Jackson turned the fire down under the pot then grabbed his bottle off the counter top and led the way back to the living room.

“She’s your mother, boy.”

“I know who she is, Terry.”

“All right, I’ll shut up.”

“Thank you.”  

“And ask you about that long legged beauty you were so eager to get back to the other night.  Shame I had to cut out just as she came in.  She’s one hot number!” 

“I’ll say.  That was Grace.  She’s in the advertising department. ”

“Are you two serious?”

“Just getting acquainted.”

“She got any cute friends?”

“I met her best friend at the party.  A nice girl that works down in legal.”

“Legal?” Terry’s brow went up.  “A lawyer?  Is she put together as nicely as Grace?”

“Different types altogether, man.  And she’s a secretary, not a lawyer,” he clarified. “Real nice.”

“Yeah,” Terry said taking a drink losing interest. 

“Terry.”

“I bet she’s real fat, short and wears thick eyeglasses and can’t ever do anything with her hair.”

“Well, that’s a bet you’d lose.  She has a nice round figure and-”

“Yeah,” Terry cut in.  “You always did get the pick of the litter.”

“I don’t have anyone yet.  But I am having lunch with her tomorrow.”

“Which one?”

“Grace.”

“Good choice.  So, what’s she like?”

“Seems nice and likes to have fun.  Wish you could’ve stayed longer man.”

“Appreciate the thought, dog.  But I’m not into mercy socializing.”

“What?”

“You know I ain’t got time for no fat ugly chicks.”

“I just told you, Bette is an attractive young lady.”  His voice came out a little on edge and Terry stared at him. “I happen to like her.  She’s got a vibe, man, a kind of a sweet sexiness, or something.  Anyway, I’m looking forward to getting to know her.” 

“To get next to Grace or something?” 

“No, I just think she‘s worth getting to know.  I don’t see any reason to limit the number of friends I make.  Or limit myself to a certain type.  What are we, still in junior high or what?”

Terry took a swallow from his bottle.  “Yeah, anyway.”  He sat back, crossing his leg over a massive thigh, spreading his arms out over the back of the chocolate leather couch.  “Changing the subject, what’s it going to take to get you back to New York?”

“You already know the answer to that.”

“If your father knew what you were doing.”

Jackson went to his old stereo turntable.  Checking the needle, he asked Terry if he cared to hear some old tunes.

“Make it jazz,” he replied.  “Still got the old collection from the day?”

“Of course.”   He watched the snow falling outside his picture window and listened to the music of his youth while Terry kept time with the rhythm humming and nodding his head.  Jackson could see a few gray curls mingling with the jet black on his buddy’s head.  He had noticed his own turning a few months back and ran to the drugstore for some hair color for men.  Until that day at the age of thirty-seven, Jackson thought of himself as a young man with all the time in the world, but the gray on his sides contradicted that notion, making him realize forty was just around the corner getting ready to tap him on his shoulder.

“All right, if you won’t come to New York, I guess I’ll have to take that partnership here.”

“Terry, that would be great,” Jackson replied a little shocked at the news. “Are you sure, man?”

“I think I’m ready for a change, especially after the sampling of ladies the other night. Too bad you met Grace first, though.  Man, you are lucky!

“Hey, I told you we just met.  We’re still at the friendship stage.”

“A girl like that and you ain’t put on the old moves?”

“You have to be careful with co-workers, Terry.  You being a lawyer should know that.”

“Yeah sure, but I guess y’all do things different down here.”

“Still real doggish, I see.”

Terry looked at the face of his watch.  “Hey, I need to check my messages.”

“Go ahead and I’ll check on the grub.”
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CHAPTER THREE
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Mornings were bad enough without it being Monday.  It was getting harder to drag her body from bed to go do the same old job day after day.  She looked at her stomach, running her hand over it.  Not flat by any means, but she’d seen much worse sporting around in low riders and midriff tops.  Why had she stopped doing sit ups anyway?  In high school, she could do fifty easy.  And back then her lower body didn’t feel stiff most mornings.  What happened to make her such a lousy morning person?  Age?  Thirty wasn’t old, but she acknowledged she wasn’t a kid anymore.  

She closed her eyes and thought about the party.  All in all, it had been fun, she supposed, except for Grace making her appease Mister Simmons’ feelings.  What did he really care anyway about some secretary and her work environment?  Most likely, he was just trying to impress Grace.

Her back and hips began to itch.  It was from the cheap fabric softener that didn’t even smell good.  She got up to search for the anti-itch cream.  “Good grief,” she complained to her reflection in the medicine cabinet mirror.  Her hair was a tangled up bush, the effects of her retiring too sleepy to braid it, after spending the night sitting up listening to Inez talk about the awful state her romance life was in these days.  But she patiently listened and prayed with her, knowing that Inez’s misfortune in men could easily become her own.  She just hoped finding herself single at forty wasn’t as bleak, though.  She couldn’t see herself as some older widower’s second or third wife with children nearly as grown as she was.  

Turning on the hot water in the shower, she thought it was a good thing she hadn’t mentioned anything about Jamal and the overt sexuality he displayed.  It still gave her a thrill in her loins.  

The phone rang during her rinse with Scope.

“Hello,” she answered figuring it was Inez hoping to get in a quick morning prayer. Sometimes she wondered if Grace had a point.  Prayer was fine, but it seemed the way to meet men was to go where men were.  And God forgive her, but church wasn’t a good meeting ground for the single young woman of today.  Not if she wanted a single young man of today. 

“Hey love,” a male voice greeted her back.

“Jamal?”  Of course.  Who else she knew sounded that sexy?  “I thought you left town.”

“I did, but I can afford long distance.”

A short pause.

“I’m not holding you up, am I?”

“No, not really, I got up a little early.  How was your flight back?”

“Great.  I thought about you most of the way.”

“Sure.”

“I did.  You are a great girl.”

“Thanks.  I enjoyed myself, but I don’t know what to make out of you.”

“Did I make you feel good?”

“Yes.”

“See?  We’re simpatico.”

“Where are you?” she asked changing the subject and hopefully the mood.

“DC.”

“That’s where you live?”

“Mostly.  Look, um, I find my way to Chicago on business kind of regularly, I wondered if you’d mind my calling on you?”

“I guess not.”

“You don’t sound all that enthusiastic.  Did Grace say something about me?”

“Why would she do that?” she evaded, hearing him take a breath then sigh over the line.

“Grace and I have history and I know her setting us up wasn’t to benefit you or me. But I have to tell you, girl, I was feeling you the other night.”

“Hmm.”

“What does that mean?”

“I was doing Grace a favor.  She’s my friend and all but normally, I don’t indulge in her lifestyle.”

“I already had that figured out.”

“Right.  Anyway, thanks for calling, but I really need to get in the shower before my hot water is used up.”

“Are you naked?” he asked sounding dirty.

“Jamal.”  She laughed then listened to the masculine tone of his gruff laughter.  His sex appeal translated through the telephone line.  “Jamal, thanks for calling.”  

“Want me to call you again?”

“Yes, I’d like that.”

“Goodbye, then.”

“Goodbye.”

The thrill lasted all morning that is until Grace stormed into her cubicle fuming that she had to call a taxi from Hector’s mansion.  The man was getting on her nerves with his jealous and suspicious mind.  He had actually tried to get her to take one of his limos to work.

“What’s wrong with that?” Bette asked.  “You love traveling in style.  Want some coffee?”

“No.” She plopped down in the only other chair in the cubicle.  “He’s just trying to keep tabs on me, and I won’t have it.  Imagine not trusting me.  The old fool.”

“Grace.”

“What?”

“You knew he was old and everything before y’all even got started.  And fool he might be, he’s not stupid.”

“So?  You think that gives him the right to treat me like his property.”

“Of course not, but what you expect from a man like that?”

“Oh, what do you know about anything anyway?”  Grace fussed with the new bracelet on her wrist.  “Well, I won’t be able to have lunch with you today, girlfriend.”

“A new campaign?”

“You might call it that,” Grace replied.  She stretched crossing her legs.  “I’m having it with Jackson.”

“Having what?”

“Lunch, you ninny.  What you think?”

“With you, who knows?”

“You’re a fine one to talk.  Swapping spit with Jamal.”

“Why you have to be vulgar?”

“He called you already, didn’t he?”

“So?”

“Nothing, just go ahead and learn the hard way.  Learn like every other unfortunate woman that ever got involved with that dog.”

“Drop it, already,” Bette said and opened a file.  “I like Jamal and if he should come see me the next time he’s in town-”

“He’s always in town, you nut!  He won’t take no for an answer but keep after you until he gets you in bed.  And before you know it, you’ll be begging him for it, but he’ll be moving on already to his next victim.”

“Is that what happened to you, Grace?”

“You think he’ll treat you any better?”

“So why did you introduce us?” Bette asked lowering her voice.  “Was it supposed to be a joke or something?” 

“You two just happened to be available.  I certainly didn’t think he’d want to get in your panties.”

“Gee, thanks.”

“I didn’t mean it like that.”

“Right.” 

“All right, Bette.” Grace relented.  “You just be sure he wears a condom every single time you sleep with him.”

“Who said anything about my sleeping with Jamal?”

“It doesn’t have to be said, you ninny.  This is not one of those romance novels you rush out to buy every week.”

“You really think I’m stupid.”

“Did I say that?”

“What’s calling me a ninny ten times a day?”

“I’m sorry, but child, you can be so frustrating at times.  And you know how limited your personal experience is.”

“As it should be, Grace.”

“If you say so.”

“I do.”

“Fine.  I’ll see you later.  You thickheaded nut,” Grace added under her breath leaving the little cubicle.

About ten minutes later, Edith suddenly appeared in her cubicle looking like she was pissed or at the least a little put out.  “Are you nearly finished?”

“Finished?”  She’d just gotten started as Edith had to know.  It wasn’t even ten yet. 

“Show Mindy where you are, then report to Jackson Simmons’ office.”

“What for?”  In all her years at Bonner and Johnson, she had never had an occasion to enter the big guy’s office.  The nearest she got was passing by when she went to meet Grace down the hall in her office. “What for?” she asked again.  If she was getting fired at Christmas, she wanted to see it coming.

“He requested you.  Take your coat and purse, you can expect to be with him all day.”

“Me?  For what?”

“I’m sure he’ll let you know as soon as you arrive.”  Edith stalked off briskly not giving her a chance to reply.
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The outer office looked like a small tornado had struck in the middle of the night. Drawers and cabinets were open, and papers and files were strewn on top and across Joyce’s desk.  Bette noticed all the lines on the phones were blinking.  She took the initiative and answered each line the way she would in her department.  Not really listening to anything they had to say, she wrote down the name, putting them all on hold.  When she finished with the last caller, she looked up to find Jackson smiling appreciatively at her.

“Now, why couldn’t I think of that?”

“You’re not a secretary,” she said. “I’ll take messages, saying we’ll get back to them as soon as we can if it isn’t urgent.” Ten minutes later, she was done taking calls.  She looked around and the outer office was perfect.  Surprised, she realized Jackson had been busy while she worked.  His office door was open so she walked inside catching him having a leisurely cup of coffee staring out at the city.  People like him probably called it a view.

He immediately felt her presence and turned offering her that smile again, then a cup of coffee, before indicating she take a seat on the small sofa against the wall. 

“What a morning,” he said joining her with a tray.  “How do you take yours?” 

“Two sugars and a lot of cream, please.”  She watched him serve her.  He even stirred the cream in for her before handing it off.  “Thank you.”  She couldn’t help but notice the color of his hands just about matched her coffee.  “I take it Joyce called in this morning.”

“Her son in law fell off his roof while adjusting his Christmas lights.  He broke his foot and collarbone.  Her daughter spent the night at the hospital with him, of course, and Joyce wanted to help with the children until they can get someone to help around the house.  I told her to take as long as she needed.”

“That was thoughtful of you.”

“Yeah, but I also thought these end of the month reports would be a breeze since Joyce seems to get them done before lunch.”

“All we have to do is find where she put everything in the computer and eliminate the paper.  Won’t have any need to go into file cabinets and folders.”

“I doubt Joyce has done any of that.  I’ve never seen her turn her computer on.”

“Then how does she-,” Bette frowned into her coffee cup.  Some people sure knew how to get a free ride.  Even Rachel, up in legal had to know how to operate a computer, and all she ever did was answer the phones.  And now, here she was expected to finish up Joyce’s work when she knew Mindy wasn’t going to finish hers. “Then I guess I better get started.”  She placed her cup back on the service tray and went back out to the outer office.  Out of curiosity, she turned on the computer.  The same programs she used in legal were installed, so why was Jackson letting Joyce operate his office like it was the nineteen seventies?  And why did she care anyway?  That was between Joyce and him.  No.  It was because it was a waste of her time.  He had to know that.  But he was the boss and she couldn’t refuse.

“You’re not used to so much paperwork.”  Jackson had come out to chit chat, she supposed he couldn’t find anything to do in his office like return those phone calls.  

“All this should be done on worksheets in the computer.  The program is there, I don’t see why no one ever entered the data.  A chimpanzee could literally do it.”

“I know, but Joyce is a special case.  Besides, she gets the job done, and I have no complaints.” 

She began looking for a projection sheet that wasn’t there.  Rather than say anything, she started on another item.

“Miss Hightower, would you rather not do this?”

“Doesn’t matter,” she said.  As if he cared anyway.  Jamal was right, no one appreciated a good secretary.

“It does if you don’t want to do it.  I can get someone else up here.”

“I’d appreciate it if you did.”

“Too much work?” he quipped.

Her back stiffened at his tone. “Actually, it’s too much repetition and too much waste of natural resources.  I don’t care about how much work I do because I only do what I get paid for, but if you are giving me a choice, then no, I’d rather not be doing this, when I could be doing something that makes sense.”

“Okay, you can go back downstairs.”

“Thank you.”  She grabbed her things to leave.

“However, I want you to know I appreciate the work you’ve done.  At least, it’s all in some sort of order now.”

Classic.  She did the real work and someone else gets to step in and fill in the blanks. She resisted the urge to accidentally on purpose, swipe the papers off the desktop.  Because all she’d get out of that was fired.  Who wanted that?  “Right,” she mumbled placing her purse strap on her shoulder and turned to walk out.

“What was that?”  Jackson was walking beside her.

“I said, right.”  She stopped to face him.  Being fired right before Christmas was no big deal.  Right after the New Year, firms would be begging for a new secretary.  She was pissed enough to almost believe it.

“Miss Hightower, follow me into my office.”
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Well, that didn’t go well, he thought, his little plan to get Bette Hightower upstairs for a few hours.   All he wanted was a chance to see if she was someone he wanted to risk breaking the office rules for.  Instead, he messed around and offended her somehow.  She was taking her time coming into the office like she had to consider the pros and cons of it or something.  Finally, she started inside, her face a blank mask.  He met her halfway then walked past her to close the door.  She turned around at the sound of it.

“I don’t understand why you are giving me this attitude.”

“I wasn’t aware that I was,” she said.  “I just didn’t appreciate the work you wanted me to do.”

“Why not?  You said as long as you got paid for it, it didn’t matter.”

“Mister Simmons, I went to Business College to acquire the skills I needed to do my job, and I’ve been doing it for twelve years.  When something new came along, I updated because as far as I’m concerned that’s part of my job.”

“Do you, now?”

“Yes, I do,” she stated firmly. 

“So, working behind Joyce is beneath you?”  She just looked at him.  “I won’t hold whatever you say against you.”  He realized she didn’t trust him.  “Miss Hightower, the other night I was hopeful that we could become friends.  Grace and I are becoming friends, and you and Grace are good friends, right?”  He sounded to himself like he was talking to a retarded person.  No wonder she just blinked at him.  “I mean, why can’t we all be friends?”

She frowned then asked bluntly, “What does one thing have to do with another?  I thought we were talking about you not liking my attitude.” 

“Okay, Miss Hightower, I confess.  I had hoped to use this opportunity to get to know you.  I knew a secretary with your skills could knock those reports out in just a couple of hours.  I figured you wouldn’t mind having time to kick back with me.  If I offended you, I am sorry.”

“Mister Simmons, you don’t have to work so hard to get a woman to like you.”

“I don’t?” he smiled.  Why did he think he needed to play games to get to her?  The direct approach had its merits after all.

“Nope,” she smiled back.  “Grace already told me she thinks you’re hot.  And that stuff I said about Joyce, hey, if it works for y’all,” she turned to waltz out on a good note.  “Why mess with it?”

“But I wasn’t talking about Grace,” he said in his empty office.  He walked out past the outer office in time to hear the elevator doors swish shut with her inside.
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