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Remember the wonders He has done, His miracles
 and the judgements He pronounced.
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One



It was a late-spring day, not a cloud in the sky, despite the chill in the air. Vanessa Grant had been rushing around since she’d overslept that morning. Even though she was late, she fought the urge to pound on the steering wheel of her dated SUV. As usual, the Metropolitan Detroit traffic was hopelessly snarled due to freeway construction.

She didn’t bother to glance at her reflection in the rearview mirror. She knew her small African-American features, her toffee brown skin and dark brown eyes, showed just how tired she was. She’d not intentionally neglected herself, but there was always someone or something that needed attention. And there was never enough time to kick back and relax. Not that she was complaining, for she dearly loved her family and never regretted becoming her younger brother and sisters’ legal guardian when they’d lost their mother, six years ago.

This morning was no less hectic than most. By the time Vanessa had her family dressed, packed, fed, and in the car, she was indeed ready for the minivacation she would be sharing with her girlfriends. After dropping the kids off, she headed for the home of her best friend, Brynne Armstrong.

Brynne had invited all six of her bridal attendants to fly down to spend four days and three nights, in Atlanta’s Buckhead district. They were all thrilled, looking forward to being pampered in the day spa at the luxurious hotel. The all-expenses-paid trip was Brynne’s way of thanking them for all they’d done to make her upcoming wedding perfect.

Brynne would be marrying Devin Prescott, her longtime sweetheart and father of her three-year-old daughter, Shanna next weekend. Although Devin was the quarterback for the St. Louis Rams, he was from Detroit and part of a large, close-knit family.

Vanessa, along with their good friends and fellow book club members, Laura Murdock, Trenna McAdams, and Maureen Hale Sheppard, were in the bridal party, as well as Brynne’s soon-to-be sisters-in-law, Anna Prescott Mathis and Kelli Warner-Prescott.

“Finally.” Vanessa sighed as she stopped her SUV at the security gates outside Brynne’s gated community. After giving her name to the security guard on duty, she was waved through.

“Oh, no,” she wailed as she pulled into the crowded driveway and parked behind Maureen’s car. Evidently, she was the last one to arrive. Slamming her car door, she hurried to the back to retrieve her garment bag and makeup case.

Vanessa and Brynne had formed the book club in the hopes of sharing a beloved hobby by participating in lively book discussions and developing new friendships. The five single ladies decided early on they didn’t need to have a man in their lives to be happy or fulfilled. Maureen, Laura, and Brynne worked together at the Sheppard Women’s Crisis Center. Trenna owned the nursery school where Brynne’s daughter, Shanna, attended. Of the five, Vanessa knew that at six feet she was the painfully shy one. The others teased her good-naturedly because she couldn’t remember the last time she’d been out on a date.

But Vanessa wasn’t like the other “Elegant Five” book club members, who were into fashion, shopping, and, for those still single, men. Although single, what little free time she had away from the children was spent designing glamorous evening gowns and wedding dresses, dresses she couldn’t imagine herself wearing. She kept to herself the fact that the closest she had come to being intimate with a man was the fantasy lover who filled her dreams.

“It’s about time you got here!” Brynne complained as she hurried out to help Vanessa with her luggage. “I was worried, afraid one of the kids was sick.”

Vanessa smiled as she hugged her petite, beautiful friend. “Nothing like that. Just took forever to get us all out of the house. The twins were so excited because they will be staying several nights with friends, I couldn’t get them to settle down last night. And Lana couldn’t decide what to take with her.” The twins were six and would be in first grade in the fall, while Lana, seventeen, would be starting her senior year in high school. “Where is your sweet baby girl?”

Brynne smiled. “Shanna’s with Devin’s parents. She loves spending time with them. She won’t even miss me.”

The foyer was crowded with luggage and people. Vanessa received hugs from her friends.

Laura Murdock was the first to scold, “What took you so long?” as she kissed Vanessa’s cheek.

“Leave her alone. She’s here now, and we’re going to Hot ’Lanta,” Maureen Hale Sheppard, said with a welcoming smile. She owned and ran the Sheppard Women’s Crisis Center.

“Kelli and I would have been happy to pick you up, Vanessa,” Anna Prescott Mathis volunteered. She had recently married Vanessa’s boss, Gavin, and was Wesley and Devin’s baby sister.

“I was fine. Just running a little late,” Vanessa said with a smile. She was surprised that the married ladies didn’t mind leaving their gorgeous husbands behind. “Kelli, I love that outfit.”

“This old thing?” Kelli teased, referring to the designer pantsuit. “Got it last week on sale.” Before she married the Detroit Lions’ star quarterback, Wesley Prescott, the tall beauty had been a full-figured model. Now she spent her days caring for their toddler.

“You missed the show, girlfriend.” Trenna McAdams laughed, clapping her hands excitedly. “We got an eyeful.”

“Really?” Vanessa asked, looking from one to the other.

“What happened?”

“Laura has a new man,” Brynne teased.

“New man? What about Ralph?” Vanessa blurted out, then immediately wanted to take back the name, afraid she had given herself away.

Laura scoffed, “Ple-e-ase! Old news. Ralph has never been more than a friend.”

Vanessa frowned. The last she’d heard, Laura had been interested in Ralph Prescott. She couldn’t help wondering what had gone wrong between Laura and Ralph.

How had Laura overlooked the fact that the six-foot-seven-inch confirmed bachelor was not only gorgeous but very wealthy? Ralph, like his cousins, had been a professional athlete. He didn’t bother to hide what he was, a player. There was no shortage of adoring women in his life.

There also was no doubt that Vanessa’s life would have been simpler if Ralph, her private fantasy lover, was someone like Denzel Washington. Then the odds of her ever meeting him would have been remote…no one could guess her secret. More often than not, she’d awakened trembling from the heat of Ralph’s beautifully shaped lips ravishing hers.

To make matters worse, Vanessa had gotten to know the “real man” during the planning of Brynne and Devin’s combined wedding shower and engagement party. She had seen why so many women couldn’t turn the brother down. The combination of a ready sense of humor, smooth masculine charm, and dark African good looks proved to be irresistible. Ralph had it all. To make matters worse, they were frequently paired together because he was Devin’s best man and she was Brynne’s maid of honor.

Since the engagement party, where she’d danced in his strong arms, Vanessa’s fantasies about him had intensified. At odd moments during the day, her thoughts would fill with daydreams of him. She often felt the need to reassure herself that everything would be fine as long as she didn’t act on her fantasies and kept them locked in her dreams, where they belonged.

“Well?” Vanessa couldn’t stop herself from asking, “If not Ralph, then which one?”

Weddings were generally hectic and exciting affairs, and this one would be no exception. Vanessa still hadn’t gotten over the fact that Devin’s groomsmen were all attractive pro athletes. Plus four of the seven men in the bridal party were eligible bachelors.

Although Brynne continued to deny it, the ladies believed it was her doing. Not that the single women were about to complain. Vanessa had been the only one made uncomfortable by the news although she wisely kept that to herself.

“None of the groomsmen,” Brynne said, laughing. “And just think how hard I would have had to work to get Devin to pick gorgeous, unattached men for you single ladies. Lucky for you, he made his own decision.”

Maureen asked, “You call kissing your good-looking fiancé work?”

“She did more than kiss him,” Laura teased.

They all broke into giggles.

“Good thing, I’m going to marry him…make an honest man out of him.” Brynne’s pale brown cheeks were flushed with color. “I assure you, I would have given it my all, if I had talked him into it, but I didn’t.”

“You did, and are we ever glad.” Trenna laughed until tears streamed down her pretty brown cheeks.

“You all are so wrong! We were talking about Laura. What did I miss?” Vanessa persisted.

“How many times do I have to tell you, ladies, that Jeff isn’t my man,” Laura insisted. “My car wasn’t working, and he simply gave me a ride over here. We’re friends.”

“Yeah, sure,” Trenna said, rolling her eyes. “I don’t kiss my male friends on the mouth. We shake hands!”

That sent them off into more peals of laughter.

“Grab your bags, ladies. The limo just drove up,” Brynne said excitedly.

“Limo?” Trenna gasped. “Brynne, I could easily get used to this kinda luxury. You better hang on to that man.”

She came back with, “I plan to.”

Brynne was the last to leave the house, making sure the burglar alarm was set and the doors locked. The chauffeur had his hands full, trying to get all their luggage into the trunk, while the ladies climbed into the sleek gray car.

“Champagne anyone?” Brynne offered, lifting the open bottle that had been chilling in an ice bucket.

“Don’t mind if I do.” Laura flashed a grin, accepting one of the fluted crystal glasses being passed around.

Vanessa was the only one who shook her head. “None for me.”

“Oh, come on,” Trenna complained.

“You know I don’t like the taste of alcohol.”

“Loosen up, girlfriend. One sip to toast our trip won’t kill you,” Maureen urged.

“Yeah, girl. Loosen up,” Laura joined in.

Vanessa shrugged, reluctantly accepting a glass.

“To a safe trip and a good time!” Brynne raised her glass.


“Hear, hear,” the others echoed, clinking glasses.

They laughed and teased each other all the way to the airport, where a private Learjet was waiting for them on the tarmac.

The small jet was one of a fleet co-owned by business partners Devin and Ralph Prescott. The jet’s lavish interior was designed to appeal to their wealthy and celebrity clientele. Nothing had been overlooked. There were fresh bottles of chilled champagne and soft drinks, along with an array of tempting hors d’oeuvres and finger sandwiches waiting for them. Soon they were strapped into plush leather armchairs, ready for takeoff.

Laura teased Brynne in a whisper loud enough for the others to hear, “Aren’t you worried about your man always being around such attractive women?” She referred to the pretty flight attendant.

“Yes. But after more than four years apart, why should I be concerned?” Brynne shook her head. “Now that we’re finally going to be together, I’m not worried about a single thing.”

“That’s right! She knows her man loves her,” Vanessa said from where she sat next to Brynne.

“Vanessa is right,” Maureen said, seated next to Trenna.

“Brynne has nothing to worry about. She’s survived worse and deserves happiness.” She lifted her glass. “To Brynne.”

“Hear! Hear!” the friends cheered.

“Thank you one and all.” Brynne smiled. “I’m so looking forward to a mud wrap.”

“Honey, yes.” Trenna nodded. “Can I have a massage every day we’re there?”

“Absolutely.” Brynne laughed.

Then Trenna asked, “Devin’s not upset because you’re leaving him on his own, the weekend before your wedding?”

“Nope. He’s been in St. Louis for business meetings. I just hope he finds his way back to Detroit before the wedding next Saturday.”

“He’ll make it,” Vanessa assured her, sipping from a glass of sparking apple cider. “It was nice of him to let us use one of his planes.”

“What a way to celebrate the holiday! I hope Hot ’Lanta is crawling with gorgeous men,” Laura added, “Poor Devin.”

Brynne quipped, “You make it sound as if I’m going to give him a reason to worry.”

“Not at all.” Laura explained, “But you two haven’t seen each other in two whole weeks.”

“I miss my honey,” Brynne said around a long sigh.

“Get used to it. Once the football season starts in earnest, you’re going to spend a lot of time apart.” Anna sighed.

“Look what poor Kelli and I have to put up with.”

“There is nothing poor about either one of you lucky ladies, married to two pro-football players. Forget the time apart. Think of all the money. That should keep you warm,” Laura joked.

“Shut up, Laura,” Vanessa, Maureen, and Trenna said at the same time.

Brynne added smoothly, “To each his own. But I’d much rather have my man’s muscular arms around me.”

“Me too,” Kelli and Anna said at the same time, then laughed.

Vanessa silently agreed. Unfortunately, a special man and romance were nowhere on her horizon. Even if she were lucky enough to meet a man, the odds were, he wouldn’t be interested in a woman with a ready-made family.

Vanessa had been twenty and her sister Lana only eleven when the twins, Curtis and Courtney were born, and they’d lost their mother from childbirth complications. Since then family had come first with Vanessa. She shouldered the responsibility as best she could. Her dreams of finishing college, designing elegant evening gowns, and owning her own bridal boutique had to wait. If she were lucky, she might be able to squeeze in a class once Lana was in college.

Her friends believed she had let her personal life go when there was no need. That there were men who wouldn’t object to a ready-made family. Vanessa strongly disagreed. Besides, she didn’t have the inclination or free time to find out if she was wrong.

So what if she had another fifteen years or so before she learned what every woman on this planet seemed to know already. There were worse things than not knowing what it was like to be with a man. Until then, her fantasies would have to do.

Vanessa bit her bottom lip. Fifteen years? It felt like a lifetime. Maybe she should be thinking in smaller terms? Maybe she couldn’t have forever, but a single night of lovemaking with the right man? It would be akin to bottling a taste of heaven. After one night she would have something that could never be taken away. A sweet memory that could be examined whenever she felt lonely. She held in the sudden scream of delight bubbling inside of her.

“I wouldn’t be surprised if Devin flew in for the weekend,” Maureen announced with a smile.

Brynne shook her head. “Not a chance. Devin knows this is a ladies-only spa weekend. No men allowed.”

Trenna teased, “But what if he showed up? Are you saying you’d send him packing?”

“Of course.”

Six pairs of eyes twinkled with laughter when they all yelled, “No way!”









Two



“What’s your problem, cuz?” Wesley Prescott asked as he stretched his long legs out in front of him.

Gavin Mathis said, “Yeah, you’ve been scowling since we boarded the plane. Are you and Devin about to go under?”

“Not likely,” Ralph Prescott muttered. His sour disposition had nothing to do with the financial report on his laptop, showing another sizable increase in their quarterly profits. They’d made more than enough to add comfortably to their fleet of private planes.

Ralph had been fortunate. He was born into a loving family with both parents. Unfortunately, his folks had been killed when he was only twelve. He’d gone to live with his father’s younger brother, Lester and his wife Donna, and their children. The adjustment hadn’t been easy, but Ralph had eventually landed on his feet when he realized he was home…genuinely loved and accepted as one of Donna and Lester’s own.

When Devin and Ralph started their business, they had more money than either one of them knew what to do with. The private airline had been a sizable risk considering they knew next to nothing about planes or running an airline. The small commuter airline business had nearly been bankrupt when they took it over. Since professional help was needed, the first thing they’d done was hire an old friend of Lester’s, Carl Snyder. He’d been a crack pilot in the military for a number of years. He was interested in starting his own business but lacked the necessary capital. It had been Devin’s idea to turn it into a private air service for the wealthy. With Carl’s knowledge, combined with Ralph’s and Devin’s business skills and celebrity connections, they soon had the business up and running. Together, the three men had turned the small operation completely around.

One of the first things they’d done was make sure that even a man of Ralph’s size, six feet, seven inches, 190 pounds of solid muscle, was comfortable in the compact space of a Learjet. Whatever creature comforts their wealthy clientele, many of whom were professional athletes, required were available. The jet’s main cabin contained a small granite-tiled galley kitchen, a fully stocked bar, a built-in mahogany desk, complete with telephone, computer, and fax machine, plush leather armchairs and sofa. The rear of the cabin housed a luxuriously appointed bedroom-and-bath suite.

“Well?” Gavin prompted.

Ralph acknowledged, “Our little business has been growing so fast that Devin and I are going to have to sit down and take a hard look at what we want to do next. Carl manages the aeronautical aspects of the business, and since I’m no longer playing basketball, the day-to-day responsibility of running the business has fallen on my shoulders.”

The business was also cutting into Ralph’s assistant coaching career at the University of Detroit, as well as the work he enjoyed doing for low-income boys at the community center. And then there was his active social life.

Wesley teased, “Lighten up, cuz. You should be on top of the world with a weekend of fun and golf, as well as real Southern food. Plus you’ve got your pick between the four beautiful single ladies in the wedding party. Chill out, you won’t see Gavin and me working this weekend.”

Ralph was determined to ignore both men, who were relaxing in matching leather armchairs across the aisle, with soft drinks in hand. Wesley and Gavin not only played football for the Detroit Lions but had been best friends since their college days. The two also co-owned a successful string of sporting goods stores across the country.

“You two started this mess,” Ralph snapped. “You’re nothing more than a couple of ‘sell-outs.’ Giving up your freedom and bachelorhood. If that wasn’t bad enough, my main man will be joining your sorry ranks in a little over a week. It’s a disgrace that I’m the only bachelor left in this family, other than fourteen-year-old Wayne.”

Wesley and Gavin roared with laughter.

It was Gavin who sobered enough to say, “You don’t know what you’re missing, my man.”

“Yeah, sure,” Ralph grumbled.

“May I get something for you, Mr. Prescott?” the pretty flight attendant asked Ralph with a hopeful smile.

“No thanks,” he mumbled, aware of the other two looking on with knowing grins.

It wasn’t business, his coaching job, lack of time, or his traveling buddies that had put the scowl on Ralph’s face. He had been fine until Devin called last night to invite him, along with the other groomsmen, to fly down to surprise the ladies.

The fact that Alex, Marvin, and Ron were tagging along with Devin and were known “players,” shouldn’t have bothered Ralph, especially considering his own slightly tarnished reputation. The single guys were understandably looking to have a good time with Brynne’s lovely bridesmaids.

Clearly Devin was missing Brynne. And Wesley and Gavin were not going to let their wives leave them behind.


No, what was really bugging Ralph was Ron’s interest in Brynne’s maid of honor, Vanessa Grant.

It had been obvious to anyone with eyes in their head that since the engagement party, Ron had gone out of his way to monopolize Vanessa. That meant it was up to Ralph to see that Ron didn’t take advantage of her.

Vanessa was what his uncle would call a “good girl.” A decent man didn’t mess with her unless he was ready to walk down the aisle. Ralph swore beneath his breath, infuriated by the mere thought of it.

Evidently Wesley heard the comment. “Come on, Ralph. You can’t be upset that Devin is finally getting his family? He has been crazy in love with Brynne for more than four years.”

“No! I’m glad for him. He won’t be able to breathe easy until after the ceremony, and she’s signed on the dotted line,” Ralph grudgingly admitted.

Gavin asked, “Then what’s got your nose out of joint?”

“Has to be a woman,” Wesley surmised. “Who is she, Ralph?”

“I don’t have a female problem. I leave that to you married guys. All I’m trying to do is get some work done.”

“Working on a holiday weekend? That’s not like you. Wes, you could be right.” Gavin laughed. “Tell us more. Who is she? This is one lady I’ve got to meet.”

“Absolutely,” Wesley put in.

“Very funny,” Ralph snapped.

Wesley surmised, “You’d think with four beautiful single women on the trip, he’d be in hog heaven.”

Ralph wasn’t about to admit that his traveling companions had hit the mark. He was on edge because of a special lady, only she wasn’t his. Somehow, Vanessa had managed to do what no woman, outside of his family, had done…brought out his protective instincts.


He’d be the first to acknowledge that when it came to women he was just as susceptible as the next guy. He’d adored females from the time he was old enough to understand there was a difference. It was no secret that he liked everything about them, from the smell of their skin, their soft curves, and their sexy voices, to their small feet. Short, tall, slim, plump, none of that mattered to him, as long as they were female. He even found the puzzling way women viewed the world fascinating.

Unlike the women he and Ron enjoyed, Vanessa wasn’t out there using her beauty and sexuality to trap a man. Both men considered the male-female maneuvers as nothing more than a game, and in the end if said male and female ended up in bed together, then both sides could claim victory.

Ron had to see that Vanessa wasn’t like the party girls who followed the teams or hung around the trendy clubs “on the ready.” There was no doubt in Ralph’s mind that Vanessa didn’t have the experience required to stand against a smooth brother like Ron. If he put on a full-court press, she would end up right where Ron wanted her…in his bed.

Why hadn’t Devin asked Ralph’s old friend, Scott Hendricks, to be his groomsman? The NBA player was from Detroit, and he was single. More important, he respected the rules. Unlike Ron, who considered all women fair game.

Ralph bit back an expletive. He didn’t have a clue why the matter weighed on his conscience. Vanessa, although beautiful, didn’t draw men to her in droves. And it wasn’t as if he thought she was sporting a halo. Odds were she’d been involved with at least one guy, someone who apparently had taken advantage of her innocence. Ralph would be willing to bet that after getting what he wanted, the lowlife had moved on. It would explain why she had been off men for so long.

Obviously, Vanessa was so caught up in raising her family and her job that she wouldn’t know what hit her until it was too late. Like some lame black knight, Ralph was chasing after her to make sure he’d be on hand, just in case she needed his help.

Ralph couldn’t help wondering if he was going soft in his old age, not that thirty-one was old. What he should have been doing was trying to figure out why he felt the need to play hero.

It didn’t bother him that the women he dated were out for what they could get. It was part of the game. His lady friends thoroughly enjoyed the expensive restaurants or the gifts of fine jewelry or elaborate trips in private planes and limousine rides. He could afford to indulge them because he was assured of getting what he wanted, a beautiful woman in his bed for a time.

“Mr. Prescott, is something wrong? Is there anything I can get for you?” The flight attendant was once again at Ralph’s side. They’d hired her as much for her good looks as her skills. All of the employees at Prescott Air were topnotch.

Annoyed when he caught Wesley and Gavin exchanging knowing grins, Ralph hastily said, “Nothing, thank you. When do we land?”

“In twenty minutes, sir.” Smiling seductively, she was practically purring when she whispered, “Are you sure, I can’t get you…something?”

Ralph stared at her for a long moment. She was certainly gorgeous, with short black curls, creamy pale brown skin, dark eyes, and full, painted lips. Oh, the girl definitely had it going on, yet his body didn’t stir. Frustrated because he genuinely wasn’t interested, he shook his head, no. Although he made a practice of not messing around with the hired help…decidedly bad for business…that didn’t account for the change in him.


Ralph hadn’t had sex in weeks, not since that blasted engagement party. Although he wasn’t about to share that information with anyone, certainly not his traveling companions. Not that they would believe it. He could hardly believe it himself!

Trying to relax, Ralph leaned back in the large leather armchair and stretched his long legs out in front of him. The former Los Angeles Lakers’ star forward had been at the top of his game when he’d gotten hurt. He’d gone up for a rebound and ended up on the bottom of the heap, with a broken shoulder and collarbone. The injury had ended his career, and he’d left the bright lights of LA and the game he loved.

Ralph had gone back to the University of Detroit, where he did graduate work to complete a master’s degree in finance and business. Before he knew it, he was working with his former college basketball coach as his assistant and found he enjoyed helping aspiring college athletes. Most of them dreamed of playing pro ball but had no idea how to handle what came with it…the money, the fame…and the women that inevitably were part of the multimillion-dollar contract. For Ralph, the NBA had not been about any of those things, only the sheer love of the sport. The money was a sweet added bonus.

A large number of the kids he worked with came from single-parent households and didn’t have positive males in their lives. In an effort to make a difference, he often spoke at both middle schools and high schools around the city, as well as volunteering his time at the city’s community centers.

Unfortunately, Ron wasn’t the only problem Ralph was having with Vanessa. If only he could get her out of his mind! It started so unexpectedly. His body hardened each and every time he recalled her incredible softness while they’d slow-danced at that blasted engagement party. The scent of her dark, silky skin, the texture of her thick black hair, and the sound of her voice had him aching with need whenever he so much as thought of her. And he thought of her too doggone often for his peace of mind.

 

“It can’t be me!” Vanessa whispered aloud.

She gazed into the bathroom mirror, turning her head from side to side, not quite believing what she saw. Her dark, creamy skin looked beautiful, and she had never, even once, thought of herself as beautiful.

Their minivacation had been a wonderful idea, and she was having the time of her life. Vanessa couldn’t get over the exquisitely appointed suite they were sharing. There were four bedrooms and baths, a spacious living/dining room, as well as a fully equipped kitchen.

After breakfast, they’d spent the day enjoying the spa facilities. Nothing had been overlooked. Lunch had been brought to them as they’d been pampered from head to toe. When they returned to their suite, Brynne had arranged both a makeup artist and hairstylist to help them prepare for an evening out on the town.

Vanessa’s long and thick black hair had been curled to frame her face, while the back had been left to flow down her back.

“What’s all that noise?” Vanessa asked as she entered the bedroom she was sharing with Laura.

“You will never believe it!” Laura said excitedly as she tossed her robe on the end of one of the queen-size beds. In a cream satin teddy, Laura picked up the cream dress waiting for her. “Devin just arrived. He came to surprise Brynne. You should have seen the girl’s face!”

“Really?” Vanessa laughed.

“Yes! And he didn’t come alone. All of his groomsmen are with him. They’re all dressed in custom-made suits, ready to take us out on the town. Girl, can you believe it!”

“Ralph is here!” Vanessa nearly screamed as she sank down into the nearest armchair.

“Ralph, Alex, and…” Laura stopped, to stare at her friend.

“I wish I could have seen Brynne’s face when Devin walked in,” Vanessa said, trying to calm her racing heart.

“Well, well, well.” Laura grinned.

“What?” Vanessa hedged as she stepped into the black knit dress that she knew would cling to her generous hips and show too much thigh with its uneven hem. Frowning, she wished she had bought another dress…something that would cover her from neck to toes. Unfortunately, it was the only dress she’d packed. She recalled the red, off-the-shoulder evening gown, she had sketched. She imagined wearing it while on Ralph’s arm. Too bad it was only just a pretty fantasy…not real.

“No wonder you were questioning me about Ralph. You’ve got a crush on him!” Laura laughed. “I can’t believe it! And to think, whenever you’ve heard his name in the past, you acted as if he was the number one dog in the pound. Why all the secrecy?”

Staring down at her French manicure nails, Vanessa said miserably, “Because I knew you would do just what you did. Laugh!”

“Aw, honey lamb.” Laura came over and gave her a hug.

“I was just playing with you. There isn’t one single thing wrong with the man. Are you kidding? Half the women in Detroit are chasing after Ralph Prescott.”

“My point exactly! And he’s probably slept with all of them at least once!” Vanessa exclaimed, while anxiously smoothing the fabric covering her hips.

“Oh, come on. The man is gorgeous and rich. Of course women are chasing him down. We’d both think something was wrong if they weren’t after his gorgeous behind.”

“I’m not looking for a man. And if I were, it wouldn’t be a low-down, womanizer like Ralph Prescott,” Vanessa said bitterly.

What she didn’t say was that he was too much like Gregory Cummingham, the twins’ heartless father, for her peace of mind. She wasn’t about to repeat her mother’s mistakes. No way was she going down that dead-end road.

“And what are you going to do if he approaches you?” Laura asked as she zipped Vanessa’s dress.

“Run!” Vanessa quipped. “Besides, it doesn’t matter. The kids come first with me. Even multimillionaires wouldn’t want to be saddled with a ready-made family.”

“Girl, you are too much. I’m talking about a date, not a lifetime commitment. Loosen up, will you? Have some fun for a change. You are twenty-six, not a hundred and six. Enjoy yourself!” Laura gripped Vanessa’s shoulders. “If he asks you to dance, say yes. Okay?”

Vanessa smiled sheepishly. “Okay. I know, I’m overreacting. Thanks.”

She gave Laura a hug before moving to stand in front of the mirrored dresser. She turned, checking out the front and back views. Frowning at the way the vee neckline dipped low enough to bare her ample cleavage.

Why had she gone shopping with Brynne and Laura? Those two had convinced her she could not only wear something sexy but look good in it. Why had she listened? Now she was stuck. The dress cost too much to throw out. If it hadn’t been on the clearance rack, she could have returned it. Who was she kidding?

If it hadn’t been on sale, she never could have been able to afford it, not on her tight budget. As much as she loved to design and sew, the clothes she made were for the children.


For herself, she daydreamed and sketched, but that’s as far as it went in the family. The majority of the evening gowns she sketched were for small, elegant women, like Laura and Brynne. She’d sketched a few gowns with Kelli in mind, but had never shown them to her.

Not that she didn’t think full-figured women deserve lovely things. Yet when it came to herself, it would be a waste. She wasn’t going to need the red evening gown or a wedding dress. She certainly couldn’t wear either to the grocery store or work.

“Vanessa?”

“Laura, tell me the truth. Do you think I should change? I brought an off-the-shoulder white blouse and jeans for tomorrow night.”

“Stop it! You look great! We all do. How could we not look good, with all the work we’ve had today?” Laura giggled as she presented her back to Vanessa. “We have to hurry. Now zip me up, please.”

Vanessa was still undecided as she helped Laura with her dress.

Picking up her small evening bag, Laura smiled. “Now, stop stalling. Our escorts for the evening are waiting.”

Vanessa’s heart was pounding as she took her own small, plain black purse and followed the other woman into the living room.

There was laughter and chatter. Everyone was there and seemed to be having a great time. Laura hadn’t exaggerated. The men looked fabulous and were dressed for an evening out. Vanessa’s smile was forced as she did her level best not to so much as glance at Ralph Prescott.

“Look who’s here.” Brynne beamed. One look at her twinkling eyes told the whole story. Devin stood behind her with his arms wrapped around her tiny waist.

They all laughed.


“You ladies look beautiful.” Ralph grinned. His dark eyes moved from Kelli and Anna to Trenna and Maureen, then Laura and Brynne, before they eventually rested on Vanessa.

Blushing, Vanessa wondered if it were her imagination or if Ralph’s gaze had truly lingered on her. She was uncomfortably aware of him as she fought for composure. Even though Ralph was among over six-foot-tall, broad-shouldered, and attractive men, he alone held her gaze. He was incredibly male, with his rich brown skin, bold African features, and, close-cut black hair. Unlike the other women, who were all laughing and talking, Vanessa shyly dropped her lids, unable to meet Ralph’s dark eyes.

Laura asked, “So what gives? We weren’t expecting you very handsome men.”

“Yeah,” Trenna and Maureen put in, while Vanessa was busy studying the toes of her black pumps.

Alex Goodman, a smooth-talking linebacker for the St. Louis Rams, grinned. “We wouldn’t dream of disappointing you beautiful ladies. We can’t have you here without proper escorts to show you the town. How does a scrumptious dinner, followed by dancing all night long, sound to you ladies?”

Boisterous feminine cheers went up then, and everyone seemed to be talking at once.

“You look hot,” Ron Daniels, smiling widely, said close to Vanessa’s ear.

The Rams’ wide receiver was one fine man. Yet there was something about him that Vanessa didn’t like. He was too good-looking. She had no illusions as to what he wanted from her…sex. On more than one occasion, she had nearly set him straight and told him the answer was no. But then she would realize she could be wrong, and it was best to simply let it go.


“Thank you. How have you been, Ron?”

“Can’t complain,” he said. His beautiful light brown eyes gleamed. “Save me a slow dance?”

She smiled, nodding, annoyed that her fantasies were about one man…the one who hadn’t so much as approached her.

“Let’s go, everybody,” Devin called out. “We have two limousines waiting for us.” He led the way with Brynne’s small hand clasped in his.

As they walked to the elevator, Laura asked Vanessa in a whisper, “You okay?”

Vanessa whispered back, “I’m fine. Just had a bad case of nerves for a few minutes there.”

“Ron’s right. You do look hot, but watch your step with that one. He’s slick. Knows all the right moves,” Laura cautioned.

Vanessa laughed. “You got that right.”

She had no comeback when Laura revealed, “You-know-who has had his eyes on you the entire time.”









 Three



Brynne and Devin shared the first car with Kelli and Wesley and Anna and Gavin, while the single ladies rode in the stretch limo with the unattached men.

Vanessa told herself she had no business feeling disappointed. She should take Laura’s advice and concentrate on having a good time. Didn’t matter who sat where or who danced with whom. All the guys were fun.

Yet later, when Ralph tapped Ron on the shoulder and insisted it was his dance, she laughed and went willingly into the other man’s arms.

It didn’t matter that her heart rate had suddenly accelerated and her breath had quickened. Even though all the men were tall, Ralph was the one who made her feel small. He towered over her, even in her heels. As his clean male scent enveloped her, and his warm chest pressed against her breasts, Vanessa found herself tongue-tied. It was as if her brain stopped working the minute he got too close.

“You are awfully quiet,” Ralph said in his deep, husky voice.

“What do you mean?”

“Whenever I am near, you seem to clam up, but when you’re with the other guys, including my cousins, you’re all sweet smiles. Do I need a breath mint? Or could it be my looks offend you?” he asked with a straight face.

“You are joking, aren’t you?” Vanessa blinked in dismay.

“Absolutely.” He smiled. “Do I make you nervous?”

Vanessa blushed. “A bit. You’re smooth. I can understand why women seem to throw themselves at you.”

“But not you.”

“What is this? I thought we were here to have fun? You make me feel as if I’m on the witness stand.”

Ralph smiled. “You’re right. So how do you like Atlanta?”

“I haven’t seen a lot of it, but so far it has been exciting. So much to do.”

“Enjoying the spa treatment?”

“Loved it. When we planned the trip, we didn’t expect you fellows to follow us,” she teased.

“It was a last-minute kind of thing. Good chance to relax, play some golf, and burn the candle at both ends.”

Vanessa nodded, keenly aware of his lean, long length against her as they moved easily in time to the music. The song ended, but rather than release her, Ralph kept her at his side.

“You’re a good dancer,” Ralph said quietly.

Before she could think of a response, Ron appeared at their side, just as the music started again.

“May I?” Ron asked.

Vanessa was looking at Ron, therefore missed the look of disappointment in Ralph’s dark eyes.

“Thank you,” Ralph said to her, dropping his hands as he stepped back.

 

Ralph swore as he mumbled to himself. The guy didn’t know when to stop. He suspected Vanessa wouldn’t understand if he cracked Ron’s jaw just to make a point. One wrong move, and Ron would be picking himself up off the floor. Rather than join the soon-to-be-newlyweds, who sat snuggled up in the corner of a banquet booth, Ralph headed for the bar.

“What can I get you?”

“A beer,” he grumbled, keeping his back to the dance floor. He would be fine as soon as he figured out what exactly was going on with him. He should have stayed in Detroit spending the weekend with any one of his female friends, taking care of business. But, no, he had to come chasing after Vanessa. Telling himself the woman needed someone to look out for her. She was like a goldfish in a pondful of sharks. Ron definitely had his eye on the statuesque beauty—a beauty who didn’t have a clue about her own sexual appeal. Talk about built for days–she had it all and then some.

And what was he doing? Counting the number of dances she had with other men? He was losing his mind. Why should he care? Vanessa was a grown woman who had taken care of herself, as well as her three siblings, for a number of years. If she wanted to dance with Ron or anyone else, who was he to object?

“Thanks.” He didn’t pick up the glass or move away, instead he stared broodingly into the frothy brew.

It had all started going a little crazy for him the night of the engagement party. It wasn’t like he’d just met the woman. He’d known Vanessa for several years, since she started working for Gavin well before Gavin and Anna got married. They had even talked on the telephone and planned that stupid party.

On that particular night he’d taken a long, hard look at Vanessa, as if really seeing her for the first time. There was no denying that she was gorgeous in a long, dark green dress, with a slit on one side, giving him a view of incredibly beautiful, long, sexy legs that seemed to go on forever.


Whenever he recalled that night, all he could think of was having those gorgeous legs wrapped around him and his shaft deep inside her sweet heat. He didn’t have a clue as to what she’d done to herself other than applied a little makeup and left her hair down to curl around her shoulders and pretty face.

Her dress had thin straps and a low-cut bodice that drew his eyes, like a starving man to a feast. Her breasts were high and ripe, her skin was as creamy as whipped, dark brown chocolate. When she smiled at him, his shaft suddenly lifted, hardening as if he hadn’t had sex in years. He was immediately hot and ready for whatever she was offering.

And he hadn’t been the only man in that blasted ballroom looking at her. Ron couldn’t take his eyes off her all night. Hell, Ron still hadn’t stopped chasing after her. Ralph’s jaw had clenched when Ron asked Vanessa to dance, then pulled her against his chest.

Like the other members of the bridal party, Ralph hadn’t brought a date. By now, they were all friends and always had a good time whenever they got together.

Stunned by his sudden interest in Vanessa, Ralph had even gone as far as to discreetly question his cousin, Anna. He had been determined to find out if Vanessa was involved with anyone. And on that he’d been lucky. Anna hadn’t caught on, which was a bonus. He would never have heard the end of it if Anna had realized.

Ralph had a reputation for never going after inexperienced women. Lucky for him the beautiful, Miss “V” practically had “inexperience” stamped all over her forehead.

Ignoring her that night had proven impossible once he had discovered from just a single slow dance that Vanessa’s six-foot, curvy frame fit his body perfectly…as if they were meant to be lovers. From that moment on, the wanting never seemed to stop.

Nevertheless, Ralph knew he was wrong for her. Vanessa was looking for a “forever” kind of guy. And he had no choice but to respect that and keep his distance. There wasn’t one woman on God’s green earth worth sacrificing his freedom. No way was he going down, not like his cousins and Gavin.

There were any number of women he could call to ease the ache in his jeans. When he got home he planned to pick up the telephone and take care of that problem.

“Something wrong, bro?” Devin asked as he joined Ralph at the bar.

“Not a thing.”

“Then why are you scowling?”

Ralph shrugged. Deciding a change in topic was called for, he asked, “Where is your fiancée? I haven’t seen you two apart in hours.”

“Ladies’ room. And you won’t.” Devin grinned. “See us apart, I mean.”

Ralph shook his head. “You got it bad. Why are you doing this man? There is still time to stop this insanity.”

“Insanity? Hardly. Love happens to most of us. Who knows, it could happen to you!” Devin grinned, sipping from his glass. “As wild as it might seem, you, too, are susceptible.”

“Hell no! Just because Wesley, you, and Gavin have gone under doesn’t mean I’m next.”

Devin roared with laughter. “It’s not a disease.”

“Devastating to life as I know it,” Ralph quipped with a frown, taking a long swallow of his beer. “Dev, you’re so far gone, you don’t even realize you are throwing your life away. One week to go. And that is it! No more fun and games.”


“I’m looking forward to it, not back. My lady has it all. Come on. Trenna and Brynne are at the table. So what do you think of her?”

Ralph lifted a brow, “Trenna? She gorgeous, just like all the ladies. So what?”

Devin shook his head. “Come on.”

 

Vanessa had no idea why she was uncomfortably aware of Ralph’s dark, brooding gaze when she and Ron rejoined the others.

“Enjoying yourself?” Laura asked as she sank into a chair.

Vanessa smiled. “Yes, how about you?”

Before she could answer, Devin said, “I don’t know about you guys, but Brynne and I are heading back. It’s after midnight, and the fellows and I have a 7:00 A.M. tee time. Can we do this again tomorrow night?”

“Absolutely,” everyone agreed.

“Why don’t we stay until closing, then walk back to the hotel?” Ralph suggested. “Drinks on me!”

The singles cheered while the married couples were ready to call it a night.

“Count us in,” Trenna said, referring to the ladies. After waving good night to the others, they were soon up on the dance floor doing the Electric Slide.

Later, the moon seemed to be hiding behind a ribbon of clouds, but the air was warm, with only a light breeze. After leaving the noise and excitement of the nightclub behind, Vanessa realized Ralph was only a few steps behind her.

“Nice night,” he said casually.

“I can’t believe how crowded the streets are. Does anyone ever sleep in this city?”


“This is Friday night of a holiday weekend. Sleep when you get back home,” he said, chuckling.

“How far?”

She had to look up to meet his eyes, unusual for her, a woman six feet in flats. Despite her three-inch heels, he topped her by a good four inches.

It was rare that she could look up at any man and feel utterly feminine. How could she not? He was such a macho male, all broad shoulders, trim waist, and long legs.

“A few blocks. Don’t tell me you’re tired?”

“Not at all. You’ve been here before?”

He smiled. “A few times.”

Vanessa almost asked for the name of the woman he’d traveled with, but decided against it. With Ralph, there were always women. A dozen questions entered her head, but she didn’t ask any of them. What was the point? His love life had nothing to do with her.

“Watch it.” Ralph caught her arm, keeping her from walking out into the busy intersection.

“Thanks. It would help if I watched where I was going.” Vanessa shivered with awareness as his large hand touched her bare skin. Goodness, there ought to be a law against that much sex appeal. The man was downright dangerous to her peace of mind.

“We’d like to keep you around,” he teased.

When he slowed his steps, she found herself doing the same. She watched as the distance between them and others increased.

“We should hurry,” she said, glancing anxiously at the others.

“You’re safe. I know where we are. Besides, I’d like to talk to you without being overheard.”

She glanced at him. “Sounds serious. Is something wrong between Devin and Brynne?”


He shook his head. “Nothing like that. Are you seeing anyone?”

“What?”

“As if you don’t know. Dating anyone special?” he clarified.

“Why do you ask?”

“I’m curious. Well?”

“No, I’m not. How about you? Can’t say the same?” she teased.

“No one seriously. I don’t do serious. Besides, this isn’t about me.”

Feeling as if her stomach had dropped to her feet, Vanessa had to work to conceal her disappointment. She scolded herself. She knew what Ralph was…a player. No surprises there.

Not bothering to hide her annoyance, she said, “I don’t get it. You aren’t interested, so why the questions?”

“Ron is interested…more than interested in you. Have a care. He’s a womanizer.”

“Like you,” Vanessa reminded him.

“Yeah, but unlike me, I don’t go after innocents.”

Vanessa laughed, hoping to hide her dismay. “You know nothing about me.”

“I know you are looking for love, commitment, and happy-ever-after. Ron has been checking you out. He’s intrigued, and he likes a challenge. Watch yourself, he…”

She stiffened. “I’m no novice, nor am I a teenager. I didn’t ask for your help. I don’t need it.” She stomped off, not caring that she didn’t know where she was going.

Ralph caught her hand before she could move away. “I’m sorry. It came out all wrong. I just want you to watch yourself around Ron. That’s all.”

She quipped, “Is this where I’m supposed to say thank you?”


“Hell no,” he snapped. “Excuse me. I’m not looking for thanks. I just don’t want you hurt.”

Vanessa tilted her chin up a notch. “Ron can’t hurt me, Ralph. I’m not attracted to him.” She didn’t add that he was the only one who could.

He smiled as they turned onto the block of their hotel. “Good.”

“But let me ease your mind. I make my own decisions and my own mistakes. I don’t need help.”

It wasn’t until she tried to move away that she realized Ralph was still holding her hand. She pulled free, scowling at him.

“You’re a beautiful woman, Vanessa. I am not the only man in our group who noticed. You got it going on, with those long, sexy legs.”

“What is this? I told you, I don’t need your protection.” She was determined not to let his compliment go to her head. Why would she? It meant nothing to him.

He stood staring down at her, his lips tilted at the corners as he teased, “Don’t be angry. I thought we were friends. Friends look out for one another. Or at least that was my understanding.”

Vanessa sighed. “You’re right. We are friends. I certainly couldn’t have put that huge engagement party together without your help. Or combined the male-female formal wedding shower. With all your teasing, you made it fun. Let’s leave it at that. Good night.” She kissed his cheek before she hurried away.

Vanessa was conscious of his dark eyes on her back as she crossed the lobby to the bank of the elevators. Laura would have put an extra sway in her hips. Vanessa didn’t dare. She fought the urge to run back and tell him that as far as she was concerned none of the other men held the least bit of appeal for her.


Yet he was everything her mother had warned her to steer clear of in a man. Ralph had good looks, smooth talk, and plenty of charm. There was no doubt he knew his way around the bedroom. Was it any wonder that he filled her dreams?

When she let herself into the suite, Vanessa was not surprised to find her friends in the sitting room.

“Where is Brynne?” she asked as she dropped down on the sofa beside Maureen and kicked off her heels.

“I give you three guesses. And they all begin with the letter ‘D.’” Trenna laughed.

“What took you so long? Checking out the moonlight?” Laura teased.

“Very funny,” Vanessa said. “Did you ladies have a good time?”

“Remind me in the morning to kiss Brynne’s feet for insisting that Devin’s groomsmen be single.” Trenna giggled.

“Amen to that,” Laura echoed.

“It has been fun,” Maureen said before she teased, “Ron seems to be taken with you, Ms. Vanessa.”

“I don’t understand it. I haven’t encouraged him,” Vanessa confessed. “It’s embarrassing.”

“What difference does it make? The guy is a jock…and a millionaire,” Trenna insisted. “That’s what matters. He can take care of you like a queen.”

“They are all millionaires. So what?” Maureen observed.

“They’re good-looking and fun. It’s not like we’re looking for husbands.”

“Speak for yourself!” Laura worked her neck for emphasis and sent them all into a peal of laughter.

“I don’t know about you, ladies, but I’m exhausted.” Maureen yawned. “See you all at breakfast.”

“Sounds like a plan. ’Night,” Trenna said, giving out hugs before following Maureen.


Laura waited until she heard bedroom doors close, then asked, “Anything happen, you want to talk about?”

“Not really. Ralph seems to think Ron wants more than a few dances.”

“Really? That is interesting.”

“No, Laura. He thinks I needed to be warned. I’m ‘innocent,’ his word not mine.” Her exasperation was all over her face.

“So. Use it to your advantage.”

“How? I don’t need another brother.”

“If you want the man, go after him.” Laura smiled. “Good night.”

“That’s all you have to say?”

“Mmm-hmm.” Laura laughed before she went into the room they were sharing.

After releasing a frustrated sigh, Vanessa wandered around the beautifully appointed living/dining room. She didn’t so much as consider going to bed. Her thoughts were too jumbled to allow her to sleep. First she examined the jade figurine, then ran a finger over an etched crystal vase. Eventually, she stood in front of the window gazing out at the ink-dark sky. Could she do it? Did she have the nerve to go after Ralph? More important, what would she do with him if she caught him?

First she had to get over being shy, uncomfortably so, especially around him. She wasn’t like her friends. She’d never gone after a man. Ralph was right. She was an innocent. She might as well have it tattooed on her chest. And she wasn’t attracted to any of the other men…only Ralph. He was the one who filled her dreams and made her wake trembling with desire.

If she did nothing, the dreams would eventually be all she had. She would never know his kisses…his lovemaking. She nearly screamed “no.”


Frowning, Vanessa admitted to herself that she wanted to be like other women. She was tired of not knowing, tired of feeling less than other women. She wanted to flirt and tease the man she desired most. She wanted Ralph to be her lover.

She wasn’t looking for an engagement ring or any type of commitment for that matter. One special night would be enough. Surely, she could persuade him to give her one long, wonderful night? But how? What would she say?

She’d been shy her entire life. Now suddenly she was supposed to boldly ask him to sleep with her because she was curious. She wanted to know what the love songs were talking about, what the rest of the world was getting, and she wasn’t.









 Four



“I can’t believe it,” Vanessa whispered to Ralph, then blushed. She had no idea how many times she’d said it since she’d won $1,000 in the nickel slot machine in the casino. “Things like this don’t happen to me.”

“Sure they do.” He laughed as he spun her out, then back on the dance floor. The rhythm and blues poured out of the loudspeakers as they moved in time to the music.

“It’s all right to be happy, darlin’. Just don’t spend it all in one place,” he teased as he tightened his arms around her.

“I don’t intend to spend any of it, at least not on me,” she quickly explained. “With three growing kids, they always need something. My guess is most of it will go toward school clothes and supplies. It would be great if I could put it aside for Lana’s education. She starts her senior year in the fall.” Beaming, Vanessa said, “I’m so proud of her. She’s an excellent student. It hasn’t been easy for her with just me in her corner.”

Ralph tucked a loose curl behind her ear. “I imagine it hasn’t been easy for you, either. The congratulations go to you, Vanessa. You’re the one who has done a remarkable job.”

Vanessa blushed, warmed by the sincerity of his compliment. “Thank you.” She laughed, then surprised herself when she teased, “I’d better watch my step. You are a charmer. Does it come naturally, or did it take years to perfect?”

Ralph threw back his head and laughed, apparently surprised by her candor. “I was born this way. I’ve always enjoyed females. I grew up knowing they’re special.”

“Oh, yeah? You’re smooth,” she replied, laughing.

Ralph chuckled. “I was fortunate to grow up around a remarkably talented woman. Donna Prescott is a special lady. She treated me like her own.”

Vanessa nearly stopped dancing to stare up at him, pleased by his openness. “No wonder, I’ve always liked Mrs. Prescott. She is not only nice but a genius, to turn you three rough-and-tumble boys into accomplished men.”

“She had help. My uncle was no slouch.” He laughed.

“Hmm, I’d better watch myself. I can’t put anything over on you, can I? You know my entire family.”

Smiling, Vanessa nodded. “One of the perks of my job.”

“You like working with Gavin and Anna?”

“Oh yes. Never a dull moment. I admire what Gavin does for the black community. So many kids are getting the education they could never afford on their own because of his scholarship program.”

“Gavin is one of the good guys.”

“So are you. Anna has talked about your work with teen boys at your college. And I heard about the new community center you and your cousins are building in your Uncle Lester’s name to honor him. I’m impressed.”

“Thanks.” Ralph’s voice seemed gruff with emotions.
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