
  
    [image: What My Friends Need To Know]
  


  
    
      
        
        The Alex Chronicles:

        WHAT MY FRIENDS NEED TO KNOW

      

      

      

      
        
        Copyright © 2016 by Tracy Reed

        All rights reserved.

        This is a work of fiction.  Names, characters, places and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual person, living or dead, business establishments, event or locals is entirely coincidental.

      

        

      
        All rights reserved.  No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews.  Making or distributing electronic copies of this book constitutes copyright infringement and could subject the infringer to criminal and civil liability.

      

      

      
        
        Cover Image

        @MikeOrlov/Depositphotos.com

      

        

      
        ISBN:  978-1-946567-26-0

      

      

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Title Page]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Dedication]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        CHAPTER ONE

      

      
        CHAPTER TWO

      

      
        CHAPTER THREE

      

      
        CHAPTER FOUR

      

      
        CHAPTER FIVE

      

      
        CHAPTER SIX

      

      
        CHAPTER SEVEN

      

      
        CHAPTER EIGHT

      

      
        CHAPTER NINE

      

      
        CHAPTER TEN

      

      
        CHAPTER ELEVEN

      

      
        CHAPTER TWELVE

      

      
        CHAPTER THIRTEEN

      

      
        CHAPTER FOURTEEN

      

      
        CHAPTER FIFTEEN

      

      
        CHAPTER SIXTEEN

      

      
        CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

      

      
        CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

      

      
        CHAPTER NINETEEN

      

      
        CHAPTER TWENTY

      

      
        CHAPTER TWENTY ONE

      

      
        CHAPTER TWENTY TWO

      

      
        CHAPTER TWENTY THREE

      

      
        CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR

      

      
        CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE

      

      
        CHAPTER TWENTY SIX

      

      
        CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN

      

      
        CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT

      

      
        CHAPTER TWENTY NINE

      

      
        CHAPTER THIRTY

      

      
        CHAPTER THIRTY ONE

      

      
        CHAPTER THIRTY TWO

      

      
        CHAPTER THIRTY THREE

      

      
        CHAPTER THIRTY FOUR

      

      
        CHAPTER THIRTY FIVE

      

      
        CHAPTER THIRTY SIX

      

      
        CHAPTER THIRTY SEVEN

      

      
        CHAPTER THIRTY EIGHT

      

      
        CHAPTER THIRTY NINE

      

      
        CHAPTER FORTY

      

      
        CHAPTER FORTY ONE

      

      
        CHAPTER FORTY TWO

      

      
        CHAPTER FORTY THREE

      

      
        CHAPTER FORTY FOUR

      

      
        CHAPTER FORTY FIVE

      

      
        CHAPTER FORTY SIX

      

      
        CHAPTER FORTY SEVEN

      

      
        CHAPTER FORTY EIGHT

      

      
        CHAPTER FORTY NINE

      

      
        CHAPTER FIFTY

      

      
        CHAPTER FIFTY ONE

      

      
        CHAPTER FIFTY TWO

      

      
        CHAPTER FIFTY THREE

      

      
        CHAPTER FIFTY FOUR

      

      
        CHAPTER FIFTY FIVE

      

      
        CHAPTER FIFTY SIX

      

      
        CHAPTER FIFTY SEVEN

      

      
        CHAPTER FIFTY EIGHT

      

      
        CHAPTER FIFTY NINE

      

      
        CHAPTER SIXTY

      

      
        CHAPTER SIXTY ONE

      

      
        CHAPTER SIXTY TWO

      

    

    
      
        THANK YOU

      

      
        Also by Tracy Reed

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: The Alex Chronicles Series]
        

      

      

      I quietly opened the door walked inside and heard voices talking about the last twenty-four hours.  I stepped closer to the kitchen, trying to stay undetected.  Unfortunately, my foot landed on a loose board giving me away.  I looked up and all eyes were on me.

      “Moses,” Mom Connie announced.  Her facial expression immediately went from elation to disappointment when she only saw me.  “What happened…where’s Alex?”

      I took a deep breath and dropped my head searching, my mind for the right words to answer her question.  “I…I…I’m not sure where to start.”  As a writer, you’d think I’d be very prolific when it comes to using words.  However, when it’s my private life, I always seem a little lost.  I found myself faced with how much to reveal.  I closed my eyes, and tossed my head back hoping for the right words.

      I raised my head and cleared my throat.   Staring back at me were four pairs of wide eyes filled with hope and questions.  A chill shot, through my body and I knew if I gave any answer other than the one they hoped for, I’d be a candidate for an old-fashioned beat down by a group of senior citizens.

      “It was bad.  I did exactly as planned.  I told her you and Grams told me to come get her, and she wasn’t too happy about that.  I guess it was a poor choice of words.”

      “You think?” Mom Connie replied with just enough sarcasm to emphasize her disappointment in me and Alex.

      “Calm down Connie.”  Grams turned her attention back to me.  “Son, how could you mess this up?  We gave you a fail proof plan.”

      “Did you at least show her the ring?” Mom Connie asked.

      The ring.  The jaw dropping ten-carat Asscher cut diamond with a hint of pink, sitting on a platinum band.  The day after I had lunch with Mom Connie and she told me to prepare for this day, I began searching for the perfect ring.  I didn’t want any white diamond.  I wanted something extraordinary for Alex.  The ring had to bear her personality.  It needed to be a symbol of everything Alex and I had been through, and it needed to let her know how precious I feel she is.  I wanted something spectacular, but subtle.  Although, I don’t know if it’s possible for a ring of that size to be subtle.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “I knew he’d muck it up,” Mom Connie replied.  “We need another plan.”

      “Hold on, Connie.” Grams stood up and walked towards me.  “Son, what exactly did Alexandra say?”

      I stood up straight and braced myself to answer her.  “She said…”

      “Yes.”  Shouted a voice.  Alex walked around and stood next to me.  “I said yes.”

      “Oh my God,” Mom Connie screamed, as she ran over and hugged my fiancée.  The smile on her face was as bright as Alex’s ring.  “Moses, you had us scared.”

      “What, you thought she said no?” I laughed.

      “Moses, how dare you play such a trick on your grandmother,” Mrs. Joseph chastised me.

      “I’m sorry.”  I walked over and hugged Grams.  “Forgive me?”  Alex and I traded hugs and kisses with everyone.

      “Yes.” She smiled.  “Otis, get the champagne.”

      “Yes, Miss Emma.”

      “So what are you four up to?” Alex asked.

      “We’ve been waiting to hear from you two.  Now that we see everything went according to plan,” Grams said.

      “Not exactly.”  I wrapped my arm around Alex’s waist and she looked up at me with those beautiful dark eyes.  “I wasn’t kidding about it being bad.  We stood in the middle of the lounge arguing.”

      “What?” Mom Connie shouted.

      “Oh wait, it gets better,” Alex replied.  “I left him.”

      “Alex, you didn’t?” Mom Connie asked.

      “But then I read his note and knew I could either spend the rest of my life with my stupidity and embarrassment, or with the man I love.  So I got off the plane.”  She looked up at me and I kissed her.

      “Thank God, you both came to your senses,” Otis blurted out and we all laughed.

      “So what time is the ceremony?” Mom Connie asked.

      Alex and I looked at each other.  “About that.  We stopped by the City Clerk’s Office on the way home and…,” I looked at Alex and then back at Mom Connie.

      “Please don’t tell us you got married?” Grams begged.

      “Go ahead, tell them,” Alex urged.

      “While we were getting the license, we figured why wait.”

      “You didn’t.”  Mom Connie’s words summed up the look on everyone’s face.

      We looked at each other and frowned before answering.  “You guys are so easy.  You should see the look on your faces,” Alex laughed.

      “No, we didn’t get married.  We have to take care of a few things first.  And my beautiful fiancée said she needs to get a dress.  So looks like we have to wait a couple of days.  Is everyone fine with that?” I looked around and all the faces were smiling.

      “So where do we start?”	Mom Connie asked.
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      I was unpacking my bag when a tap on the door grabbed my attention.  I looked up, and standing in the doorway was my fiancée.  Looking at her immediately brought a smile to my face.  “Hey, Beautiful.”

      “May I come in?”

      “Sure.  How was your nap?”

      “I couldn’t sleep.”

      “What’s troubling my fiancée?”

      “I was thinking, maybe we should wait.”

      “Wait for what?” I asked.

      “To get married.”

      We’ve been apart ten months, and I still know how to read her.  I know the best way to handle Alex is to give her a little space while still nudging her in the right direction.  I wrapped my arms around her and pulled her close.  God, it felt good to have her back in my arms.  I would almost agree to anything she requested, if it meant I could keep her close like this.   I gently kissed her on the forehead and looked into those beautiful dark eyes filled with uncertainty. “What’s the problem?”

      She gave me a half smile.  “Nothing really.  I just think we may be rushing things.”

      “Uh-huh.” I pulled her closer.  “I thought you were fine with us getting married tomorrow?”

      “I was…I mean I am.”

      “Okay, then  it’s settled.”  I kissed her and continued unpacking.

      “I just think…I…”

      “Okay, I am going to give you one opportunity to tell me what’s really bothering you.”

      She bit her lower lip and my heart melted.  “I think we need to get reacquainted.  I mean it’s been ten months since we last saw each other.  We’ve had more fights than kisses before you proposed to me this morning.”  I felt her body tense up as she recited the laundry list of reasons why we should wait to get married.  “And my friends, how do I explain having a husband, when they didn’t know I was seeing anyone?  I’m still dealing with the fallout of my divorce and son.  And…”

      I quickly pressed my lips against hers.  My ears needed a break from the windfall of things troubling her.  I slowly pulled back and kissed her again.  “Shhh…”

      “But…”

      I kissed her again.  “Shhh…breathe.”  She exhaled.  “Do you know why I didn’t put up a fight when you asked for a little space to deal with your ex-husband?”

      “Space…really?  I recall you hiding out nearby.”  She smiled.

      “That’s not the point.”  I smiled.   “You weren’t the only one that needed space.”

      “What?”

      “I was having a challenge being around you.”  She looked confused at my statement.  “The first time I kissed you, I knew I was in trouble.  That kiss woke up feelings I had long put to bed.  Every time I kissed you, I wanted more.  I had convinced myself that if I pushed things, I could deal with the repentance.  On a few occasions, I was tempted to ask…”

      Her eyes got wide. “What?”

      “Hey, I’m not dead.  You’re an incredibly beautiful woman.  The first time I saw you, I couldn’t take my eyes off you.  That sexy little walk of yours is mesmerizing.  You had me spellbound..”

      “Oh my God…”

      “I was trying to be cool and keep my eyes focused on your beautiful smile, but girl…I couldn’t help but notice your other assets.”

      “Is it warm in here?”  She started fanning herself with her hand.

      “I have had quite a few repentant nights and cold showers.  Now that we’re engaged, I don’t know how much longer I can hold on.  I have dreamed about how your soft naked body will feel under mine.  How your full breasts will feel in my hands as I gently caress them anticipating your reaction to my touch.  About the tastes my tongue will be introduced to as it slowly glides along your body.  How you’ll sound calling my name as we…”

      She jumped up and ran her fingers through her hair.  “I…I, uhm…” She patted her chest.  “Are you sure the heater isn’t on?”

      “So when you ask me to wait, I don’t think I can.”  I stepped closer as she stepped back trying to keep some distance between us.

      “I understand your concerns, however…”

      “Alexandra, you have two options.  Marry me tomorrow or we’re done.”
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      “Are you serious?” I asked.

      “Yes.”  Moses replied as he picked up the black leather suitcase and walked back into his closet.

      I followed him and was awestruck at what my eyes were absorbing.  The only other closet to rival this one, is mine.  Everything was meticulously placed.  Suits stored in glass and wood cabinets and the shoes were lined up in a cabinet almost as tall as the room.  The ties were on brass poles occupying a narrow, open faced cabinet near a full length mirror.  If we get married, we’ll need a house just for our clothes.

      “I ask for time and you issue an ultimatum.”

      “That’s correct.”  He didn’t even bother to look at me.

      He lifted the suitcase over his head and placed it on the top shelf.  My eyes were fixed on his toned behind and biceps.  Maybe he was right.  Maybe more time would be a problem.  He turned around and walked past me, and I got a whiff of his cologne.  I think it was a combination of natural pheromones and his Clive Christian scent.  God, he smelled good.

      I desperately wanted to tell him the reason my nap wasn’t successful was because I was having a few of those repentant thoughts about him.

      “Uhm…”

      He turned and faced me.  “Yes?”

      “I don’t…,”  I stepped closer and looked up into those mesmerizing light brown eyes.  I was flushed with emotion and desire.  He’s right, waiting would be dangerous.  “I want to marry you…tomorrow.”  I waited for a reaction from him, but he was stoic for what felt like an eternity.

      With those words, he covered my mouth with his, stoking the flames of passion we’d both been hiding from.  He pulled me closer and my body went into a tailspin.  That kiss was just as I remembered.  I tried to resist the fire rising between us, but I couldn’t. I gave in to the passionate embrace and pulled him deeper into my space.  His hands slid lower, caressing my behind.  The intensity of the moment was interrupted by his bulge pressing against me.  I immediately broke the kiss and pulled back, smiling.

      “See what you’re doing to me,” he smiled.

      “I think I’ll go downstairs.”  I hurried out of the room to the elevator, stepped inside and leaned up against the wall, taking deep breaths.

      In the past, kissing Moses hadn’t been that intense.  That kiss, was dangerous.  It was bringing to life feelings that needed to stay asleep a few more hours.  I couldn’t afford to feel those emotions before taking my vows.  That kiss settled it.  In order for us to make it to our wedding without a slip up, we couldn’t be left alone.
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      Moses had never kissed me with such passion, as he did earlier.  I think if we had been alone in the house, it would have ended differently.

      I couldn’t reach Bas.  I really wanted him to send me that pink Elie Saab gown from the charity fashion show.  Moreover, I really needed to talk to him.

      I went back to my wedding To Do list, which looked like one of Moses’ short stories. Knock…knock…knock.  “Come in.”

      “I heard someone was getting married,” said a familiar voice. I turned around, jumped up, ran over and threw my arms around my pseudo brother.

      “What are you doing here?”  I pulled back and covered my face trying to hide the tears.

      “Am I fired?” Bas asked, as he wiped a tear that escaped my eye.

      Shaking my head.  “You should be.  What are you doing here?”

      “I was told to bring this.”  He held up a long, pink garment bag.  I unzipped it and pulled out a dress.

      “It’s the white J Mendel.”  I started crying.  “How did you know?”

      “I was going to bring the pink Elie Saab, but your mother said she thought you should wear white.”

      I dragged my hand along the front of the dress.  “She’s right.  I should wear white.”

      “Oh,” he placed the bag on the bed. “ And, I brought the perfect accessory.”  He stepped into the hall and quickly came back.  “How about a Maid of Honor?”

      “Kendell!”

      “Alex.”

      “Oh, my God.”  I ran over and hugged her.  “I can’t believe you’re here!”

      “That makes two of us.”  We pulled apart.  “What’s going on?”

      “I’m getting married.”

      “I got that part.  Bas was trying to fill me in, and I gotta say, I’m shocked.”

      My smile got wider as I looked behind her and saw Moses.  “Sounds like a party in here.”  Bas turned around.  “Hey man, I was wondering where you were.”  They shook hands and hugged.

      “Congratulations man,” Bas said.

      “Thanks,” Moses replied.

      I walked over and stood next to Moses.  “Kendell, this is my fiancé, Moses Adair.  Baby, this is my cousin, Kendell.”

      “Bas’ girlfriend.”  Moses extended his hand toward her.  “I’ve heard a lot about you.”

      “That’s more than I can say about you.”  Her sharp tone was obvious.

      “I know this sounds a little…,”  Moses started to explain.

      “Bizarre, insane, impulsive, ridiculous, foolish, absurd…”

      “Kendell...” I bounced back.

      “What?  Aunt Connie called me at some God forsaken time this morning…at least I think it was morning.  I don’t know for sure, because it was dark outside.  She said I needed to come to New York immediately with Bas because you needed me.  I spent over five hours on a private jet with my boyfriend, who barely filled in the blanks, only to discover my cousin is about to marry some strange man,” she ranted.

      “Kendell, calm down.”  Bas walked over and rubbed her shoulders.

      “No.”  She brushed his hands away.  “I want to know what’s going on?  Is this a joke? Because, it’s not funny if it is...”

      “Kendell, it’s not a joke.  I’m getting married.”  I held up my left hand showing my ring.

      “Oh my God, that thing is huge!” Kendell blurted out.

      “Nice ice, bro,” Bas shook Moses’ hand again.

      “Thanks.  She deserves it,” Moses replied.

      “He did good,” I smiled.

      “So what’s the plan?” Bas asked.

      “That’s what we…,” I started to respond.

      “You’re serious about this?” Kendell jumped in.

      “What is going on with you?” I was shocked at her behavior.

      “Hey Bas, why don’t we let the girls catch up.  I saw Mrs. Joseph taking a banana pudding out of the oven.”   He kissed me and ushered Bas out, closing the door behind them.

      “What is going on with you?” Kendell retorted.  “This is Terrence and Paris all over again.”

      I told myself to stay calm.  “I know it’s a lot to take in.”

      “Are you pregnant?”

      “What!”

      “How else do you explain all of this?”

      “Love.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes.”

      “So now you’re in love.”  She stood with her arms folded across her chest.  “When did you meet this man?”

      “Not that it’s any of your business, but Moses and I have been together over a year.”

      “So he’s the reason you turned down Terrence’s proposal.”

      “I turned Terrence down, because I wasn’t in love with him.”

      “I thought you said it was because he was married?”

      “What’s with you?  I thought you’d be happy for me.”

      “I would be if I thought you were in love, but—”

      “Get out.”

      “The truth hurts.”

      “Here’s the truth.  Terrence stalked me with Jonathan’s help.  They kept that little secret between them and I probably never would have known had I not bumped into Terrence at the airport.  My entire relationship with Jonathan was a lie.  He was living out some sick boyhood fantasy while being coached by my ex-husband.”

      “I didn’t…”

      “I don’t want your apology, and I don’t care what you think about my relationship with Moses.  We are in love with each other and tomorrow, we’re getting married.”  I walked over and opened the door.  “We aren’t registering for gifts.  But here’s one I’d like from you, your absence at my wedding.”

      She walked out and I slammed the door behind her.
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      I pressed the programmed number, smiling at the picture staring back at me.  My fiancée.  It felt good to finally call Alex that.  After the second ring, she answered.

      “Hello.”

      “Is this the soon-to-be Mrs. Moses Adair?”

      “Yes, it is.  Is this my soon-to-be husband?”

      I could visualize her beautiful smile.  “Yes, it is.  I need you to come downstairs.”

      “Okay, I’ll be right there.”

      I pressed the button ending the call.  A few minutes later, I heard the sound of familiar footsteps coming towards the kitchen.

      “What’s all of this?”  She walked over and kissed me.

      “Dinner.”

      “This looks a little familiar.”  She looked around the kitchen.  “Where is everyone?”

      “Grams and Mom Connie are having dinner with my parents, and Bas took Kendell out to dinner to smooth things over with her.”

      “He’s got his work cut out for him.”  Alex walked over to the sink and washed her hands.

      “And Otis and Mrs. Joseph are on a date.”

      “So we’re alone?” She smiled.

      “Yes.”

      “Are you sure this is a good idea, with your repentant thoughts and all,” she teased.

      “I think we’ll be okay.  Get the bread.”

      She got the bread basket and placed it on the table and sat down.  “This reminds me of when you cooked on our third date.  So, what are we having?”

      “Baked ziti.”

      “One of my favorites.”  She smiled.

      “Since you wanted to get reacquainted, I thought it would be good to go down memory lane.”  I sat down, took her hand and said grace.

      “Does that mean we’re going for a walk later followed by a make out session on the patio?”

      I smiled.  “Maybe.”

      “Watch it.  I’ll have you know I am an engaged woman.”

      “I vaguely recall hearing something about that.”

      She put a forkful of ziti into her mouth.  “This is good, and exactly what I needed.”

      After dinner, we sat and talked.  It was just as I remembered, good conversation with the woman I love.  It was also the most relaxed I had seen her all day.  She didn’t tell me, but whatever transpired with her cousin, really hurt her.

      I leaned over and kissed her.  I love how she bites on her lower lip after we kiss.  “I’ve been wanting to do that since we sat down.  I have a lot of time to make up with those lips.”  She smiled and at that moment, I knew I was willing to do whatever was necessary to keep her like this.  I gently kissed the inside of her wrist.

      “Watch it mister, we’re not married yet,” she teased.

      “About that.”  She tilted her head to the side, another move of hers that pushes my buttons.  She doesn’t see it, but it’s the subtle things she does that make her sexy.  The biting of her lower lip, the casual way she tucks her hair behind her ear, the way she hangs on my every word, and those eyes.  I could stare into those beautiful dark brown eyes and never see everything she sees.  “You were right.”

      “About what?”  She sipped her wine.

      “Waiting.”

      “What?”  That beautiful smile had been replaced with a frown.  “Is it because of what Kendell said?”

      I gently brushed her arm.  “No I shouldn’t have pressured you.  I was being selfish.  It’s just, I don’t want to waste any more time.”

      “I didn’t feel pressured.  It was more of...”

      “Let me finish.  The ten months we were apart were very difficult for me.  It forced me to think about the past.  It also gave me time to ask myself what I really wanted.  You, Alexandra, are what I want.  I want to spend the rest of my life with you. And if that means we take a little time to get reacquainted, I will do that.”

      “What about your other problem?” She smiled.

      I kissed her palm.  “I guess I’ll be taking a lot of cold showers.”  I joked.  “Seriously baby, I’ll be fine.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes.  So, when you go home, I’m going with you.  I’ll get a place and when you’re ready, we’ll get married.”

      “Thank you,” she sighed and smiled.  “The past ten months weren’t easy for me, either.  I forced myself to confront my feelings about Terrence and Jonathan.  I also asked myself what I wanted, and the answer was always the same, you.  I want to be your wife, but I need time.”  She tucked a stray hair behind her ear.  “When I left my office yesterday, I was coming here with the intention of telling you how I felt, and to apologize for my behavior.  I had no idea that less than twenty-four hours later I’d be sitting with my fiancé.”

      “So what’s the plan?”

      “I think we should take the next six months---”

      “No.”  I protested.

      “No, but you said...”

      “The longest I’m willing to wait is three months.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Too much time is too tempting.”

      “Anything less than six months will cause suspicion.”

      “Honey, I love you and the longest I’m willing to wait is three months.”  She looked at me and then started laughing.  “What’s so funny?”

      “You.”  She gently stroked the side of my face.  “Three months is fine.  What’s next?”

      “The pre-nup.”  She quickly pulled her hand back.

      “Excuse me?”  The tone of her voice reminded me of the first time I heard her signature question.

      “The pre-nup, what are your terms?”

      “I’m sorry, my ears must still be stopped up from the plane, because I thought you just said you wanted a pre-nup.”

      “I do.”  She was at full tension mode and ready to pounce.  “It’s more for you than for me.   God knows I’m not saying anything will happen to our marriage.  But I want you to feel secure, and I think you should have your uncle draw up something.  I want you to be protected.  You get the plane plus a one time cash settlement, no alimony.”

      “I see you’ve given this some thought.”

      “We’ll share joint custody of the children with modest child support until age twenty-one, and I’ll pay for college.  I have no rights to your stores and investments, and you have no rights to any of my businesses and investments.   Any property or investments we acquire after the wedding, will be split equally.   After our wedding, you’ll be made the primary beneficiary of my estate, with an equal distribution between my dad, brother, and Grams, plus some other minor disbursements.  There will be a clause added for the children at the appropriate time.”

      “Uh-huh.”  She looked like all the blood had been drained from her body.

      “Baby, this is normal for people in our position.”

      “I’m sorry.  I’m still trying to wrap my head around the way my fiancé is laying out the terms for our marriage.”

      I know that tone.  Let me act fast.  I reached for her hand.  “We both agree divorce isn’t an option, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then what’s the problem?”

      “It just sounds like we’re taking out an insurance policy against our marriage.  Oh yeah, and let’s not forget the summary of your will you just threw in.  Is there something I need to know?”

      I smiled.  “I’m in perfect health and in love with you.  Alex, you’re a rich woman now, and I would have reservations marrying you if you didn’t want a pre-nup.”

      “Fine, what’s next?”  I see we’re on the verge of an encounter with Evil Alex.

      “We aren’t moving on until we both agree.  What’s bothering you?”

      “I never thought...”

      “Okay, look at it this way.  We plan to have a daughter and she’ll be a very rich woman, and when she comes home announcing she’s marrying some knucklehead who’s convinced her his gourmet pet restaurant is the next best thing,” She started laughing.  “Don’t you want her protected?”

      “Pet restaurant?”  She laughed harder.

      “You get my point.  In spite of our attempts to dissuade her, she insists on marrying him and when the marriage tanks, do you want her to have to write him a check for half of everything she has because she didn’t protect herself?  A rich man or woman leaves an inheritance for their children.  I don’t know about you, but I’m not working hard to see some pet chef swoop in and take half of what I’ve saved up for my children.”

      “When you put it like that...”

      “It’s not that I don’t love you.  It’s just business and good sense.  It’s the same with my loving God.  You wouldn’t marry me, if I wasn’t in love with God, right?”

      “Right.”  She cupped my face and gently pressed her lips against mine.  “Promise me, when our daughter starts dating you’ll run a background check on all her dates.”

      “Deal.”
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      I looked at Moses and knew this was what I wanted.  I reached for the remote and pressed the pause button.

      “What’s wrong?”

      I felt a smile cover my face.  “I love you.”

      He tucked a stray hair behind my ear.  “I love you too.”

      I leaned in and gently pressed my lips against his.  The smell of his cologne traveled up my nose and filled my mind with memories of the many other times we’d had like this one.

      He circled my lips with the tip of his tongue, teasing me with the possibility of another kiss.  I opened my mouth slightly, and the taste of his warm tongue dancing with mine was that familiar shock I needed.  I missed kissing him.  I missed the feel of those beautiful, full, strong lips pressed against mine.

      He pulled me closer and I knew I didn’t want the moment to end.  I was almost willing to risk the consequences. I broke our kiss, smiled, and traced his lips with the tip of my finger.  He’s what I’d been waiting for and he wanted to marry me.  “Maybe we should get married Friday.”

      “What?”

      “Maybe...we...should...get...married...Friday.”

      He sat up a little straighter.  “Excuse me?”

      “I said, maybe we should get married Friday.”

      “Are you sure?”   A huge smile covered his face.

      “I’m sure.”

      I leaned in and pressed my lips against his again, and his reaction to my kiss confirmed my thought.  Marrying him as soon as possible was the best thing to do.

      “My amazing dinner changed your mind, didn’t it?” he teased.

      “A little, but it was your willingness to comply to my request.”  I stroked the side of his face.  “We love each other and this is our relationship.  If someone has a problem, that’s on them.”

      “What about your dad and your girlfriends?  And, your uncle?”

      “I want them here, but if that’s not possible, I’ll be fine.  However, I really want Taylor here, but that might...”

      “Taylor?” he asked.

      “Grams told me months ago about your conversation with her, and it’s okay.”

      “This calls for a toast.”  He got up, walked over to the cupboard and picked up two champagne glasses and a bottle of champagne, and filled each glass.  “Here’s to love found, love tried, love delayed and love forever.”  We clinked glasses, took a few sips and he asked, “What time shall I look for you at the end of the altar Friday evening?”

      “Six o’clock.”

      “Where?”

      “Here.”

      “Then it’s settled.  We’re getting married Friday.”  He pressed his lips against mine.  “Man, I missed those lips.”   He put both glasses on the tray sitting on the large velvet ottoman, and pulled me back to his chest.  It wasn’t long before we began to trade nods and fell asleep.

      When I woke up, the sun was shining into the room.  I looked around and noticed I was alone.  I went down to my room and changed into my robe before going down to the kitchen.

      The smell of coffee hit me as I turned the corner and walked into the kitchen.  Moses was sitting at the table drinking coffee and reading the paper.  I cleared my throat and he looked up.

      “Good morning, Beautiful,” he said, as he walked over and wrapped his arms around me, followed by a sweet kiss.  “Want some coffee?”

      “Yes, please.”

      “Have a seat and I’ll get you a cup.”  I sat down next to his empty chair and he placed a cup of coffee in front of me, followed by another kiss.  “Here you go.”

      I took a long sip from the simple oversized white cup.  “That’s good.”

      “How did you sleep?”

      “Good.  Why didn’t you wake me?”

      “I tried, but you wouldn’t budge, so I covered you with a blanket and went to bed.”

      “I was so tired, and some things are a little hazy.”  I took another sip of the magic potion and looked at my hand.  “Oh my God, what is this?”  Holding up my hand.

      “Excuse me?”  He looked at me.

      “Baby, what is this on my finger?”

      “You’re kidding right?”

      “It’s beautiful!  What is it?”

      “Your engagement ring.”

      “Engagement ring?  You proposed...when?”  I looked at the beautiful ten-karat diamond. “I guess I said yes?  So what else happened?”

      “After dinner, you suggested we get married today.”

      “I thought I said Friday?”

      “I knew you were messing with me.”  He grabbed me by the waist and hugged me.

      I took another sip of coffee.  “Uhm, this is why I’m marrying you,” holding up the coffee cup.

      “What do you have planned today?”

      “I have to get a dress and make some arrangements.”

      “I thought Bas brought you a dress?”

      “It’s my backup.  Oh crap.”

      “What??”

      “I don’t have the card for my emergency account.”

      “You lost me.”

      “I don’t have the card for my emergency account.”  I sipped more of my coffee.  “My needing to get a wedding gown at the last minute is an emergency.”

      He smiled at me.  “I see.  I’ll give you my card.  Emergency solved.”

      “Thank you Honey, but I can buy my own dress.” I sipped more coffee.  “Mama probably brought it.  She thought to bring my birth certificate, so she probably has my card.”

      “Do you remember the conversation we had last night?”

      “Which one?”

      “The one about your letting me take care of you.”

      “Was that before or after we made out on the sofa and fell asleep?” I joked.

      He put the newspaper down and turned to face me.  “The one where I told you that we are a team.  If you need anything I’m here for you.”

      “Of course I remember.”  Oh crap.  Then it hit me.  “Uhm..baby, do you have a credit or debit card or some cash I can borrow to go shopping.  I’ll pay you back when I get back.”

      “No.”

      “What, you just said if I need anything, just…”  Oh crap.  I did it again.  I placed my coffee cup on the table, and swallowed a little of my single girl independence.  He said we’re a team and I’m still acting like a free agent, looking for a team.  “Baby, there are some things I need to get for the wedding, and I don’t have my credit card.  Would you be able to help me out?”

      He looked at me and shook his head smiling.  “That was better, but…”

      “What?”

      “Is it that difficult for you to ask me for money?”

      “Yes, it is.  I don’t want you to think…”

      “You are my fiancee, not my girlfriend, not some side piece or random woman.  My fiancee, and we’re about to be married.  So you better get used to asking me for things.”

      “But I…”

      “Shut up.”  My eyes got wide.  He kissed me.  “What do you need?”

      “I need money to get a dress and some other things.”

      “We’ll go to the bank after breakfast.”

      Just like that.  All I had to do was swallow my pride and realize my new normal as a wife to a loving and generous man. “What are you doing today?”  I asked.

      “I have to go to the theatre, meet with Collier, get the rings, and make some arrangements.”

      “I need to call my uncle.”

      “I’ll tell Collier what we discussed, and he’ll call your uncle.”

      “Thank you.”  I took another sip from the large white cup.  “Have you figured out how we’re going to tell everyone?”

      “Maybe I’ll send everyone an email or a text,” he teased.

      “I don’t think so.  Just say, the wedding’s been postponed...”

      “What!”  Mama was so quiet, neither of us heard her come downstairs.  The look on her face was terrifying.  You’d think Moses and I had eloped and she just found out.

      “Mama…”

      “Alexandra, what is going on?  Emma and I leave you two alone for a few hours and this is what happens.”

      The sound of shuffling footsteps came rushing into the kitchen.  “What is all the commotion about?” Grams asked.

      “The wedding is off,” Mama announced.

      “What?  When we left for dinner, everything was fine.  What happened?” Before Moses could answer, Grams shot out another question.  “Moses Bernard Adair, you better answer me.  What did you do?”

      “Good morning everyone.  Can you guys please keep it down.  Some of us are still on West Coast time,” Bas announced.  “Is there any coffee?”

      “Ditto that.  I was praying and all of a sudden I heard loud voices,” Kendell spoke up.

      The voices were all speaking at once and no one could be understood. Moses stood up and whistled and it got quiet.  “Okay.  Alex and I have decided not to get married today.  Instead, we will be getting married on Friday at six o’clock.  Any questions?”

      Everyone began talking again at the same time.  He whistled again to grab their attention.  “We’ll answer questions one at a time.”  He pointed to Mama.  “Mom Connie.”

      “Why the change in plans?”

      “Time,” I replied.

      “Then why not later if you want more time?” Grams asked.

      “We were going to wait three months, but there was no real reason to wait,” Moses replied.

      “So, what do you want me to do?” Grams asked.

      “Mrs. Bartholomew…I mean, Grams, you’ve already done so much for us.”

      “We’re family.”  Her words brought tears to my eyes.  “Kendell, you and Bas get breakfast while Connie and I talk to Moses and Alexandra.”  She looked at us.  “You two, come with us.”  We followed her and Mama down the hall to the parlor.  “Everyone sit down.  So, what is going on?”

      I looked at Moses.  “We were feeling a little pressured.”  He looked at me and then back at Mama and Grams.  “We don’t need to wait three months, but we need more than a few hours.”

      “So what do you want us to do?”  Mama asked.

      Moses looked at me.  “Go ahead, tell them.”

      “I need to get a dress...”

      “What about the dress Bas brought?” Mama asked.

      “It’s my backup.”

      “Go on,” Grams continued.

      “We need flowers and a cake, and the wedding dinner needs to be planned.  I need shoes, a hairstylist, makeup artist, a Mani-Pedi and a salt scrub.  I also need to pick up a few delicate accessories.”  I refused to look at Moses.

      “I can get that last thing on the list if you want,” Moses volunteered.

      “Moses, behave yourself.”  Grams quickly chastised him.  We looked at each other smirking.  “Moses, what do you need?” Grams asked.

      “I need to get the rings and have my tux pressed.”

      “Call Henry about the rings.”

      “I already spoke with him this morning,”  Moses replied.

      “Regarding your tux.  You need a new one.”

      “Grams, I have several.  Besides, no one will be looking at me.  They’ll all be looking at Alex.”

      “No offense Alexandra.”  She looked at me and smiled, then back at Moses.  “My grandson is going to get married in a new tuxedo.  Do I make myself clear?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he replied.

      I looked at him smirking.  “I guess she told you.”

      “And, what about you?”  She turned her attention back to me.  “Where are you going to get this dream dress?”

      “I thought I’d go over to Bergdorf’s or Kleinfeld’s to see what’s on the sale rack.”

      “Uh-huh.”  She got quiet.  “One of my dearest friends’ niece has a bridal salon.”

      “Grams, that isn’t necessary,” I cut her off.  She cut me a sharp look.

      “I’ll call and tell her to expect you and Connie at eleven o’clock.  You’ll love her.”

      “But, I’m not a bridal sample size.”

      “I can see that,” Grams replied.  “Trust me.  If you don’t see anything you like, then go back to your original plans.”

      “I guess she told you,” Moses teased.

      “I’ve got one for you,” Mama piped in.  “Where are you honeymooning?”

      Moses jumped in.  “It’s a surprise.  We won’t be going on our honeymoon for a few weeks.”

      “Uh-huh,” Mama and Grams said in unison.

      “So where will you be staying Friday night?” Mama asked.

      I thought about the wedding but forgot about the other celebration.  It’s for sure we can’t stay at the townhouse.  Before I could answer, my fiancé, I love how that sounds, even when I’m saying it to myself.  He jumped in with an answer. “It’s a surprise.”

      This was new.  We discussed taking a honeymoon later, but nothing was said about Friday night.  Grant it, we just decided to get married last night. But how did he have time to come up with a surprise wedding night location so quickly?  I looked at him.  “Really?”

      “Yes, Beautiful.  I already took care of our mini-moon.”

      “Our mini-moon?” I smiled.  The name alone sounded decadent.

      “Yes, instead of a night, we’re taking a couple of days and, that’s all you need to know.”  He kissed me and I pushed him away.

      “Not in front of Mama and Grams.”

      “What?” He protested.

      “Honey, stop it.”

      He stood up, walked around and kissed Mama and Grams.  “Ladies, thank you for everything.  I’ve got some calls to make before Alex and I run a quick errand.  Mom Connie, I’ll make sure she meets you at eleven.”

      “Good bye son. We’ll see you later,” Grams said.  On his way out he kissed me again.

      “Moses...”

      “I’ll be ready in an hour or so, babe.”

      “Once I finish with Mama and Grams, I’ll get dressed.”  Ignoring my protest, he pulled my face up to his and kissed me again.

      “I love those lips.” He walked out and left me to fend for myself.  I looked at Mama and Grams, who were smiling at me.  “What?”

      “Nothing,” Mama said.  “Let’s get to work.  I assume you want pink peonies?”

      “Yes, and pink roses, and pink orchids.”
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      I walked into the beautiful bridal salon expecting to be disappointed.  Instead, I was shocked.  I looked around and it reminded me of one of my stores.  The walls were covered in ivory silk with gold and black leopard print velvet armless love seats.  Beside each love seat was a petite antique glass and brass side table, just large enough for a glass of champagne and a small box of tissues.  The aromas throughout the salon were calming.  I closed my eyes, and immediately felt like I was sitting in a lush, French garden.  The smell of tuberose, gardenia, rose, jasmine, and a hint of citrus calmed me.  Even if there wasn’t anything here to fit me, I needed this experience to relax.

      The meeting at the bank with Moses ran longer than I expected.  I thought he was going to give me his card and some cash.  Instead, we opened a joint account and he dumped enough money in there for a small coronation, and kept asking if I needed more.  Now, not only am I getting married in seventy-two hours, I’m financially tied to Moses.

      I checked in with the concierge who led Mama and me to a private dressing room.  We sat down and waited for the owner.  The sooner she comes and I explain how she can’t help me, the sooner I can get on with the task of finding a dress.  We sat enjoying the mimosas and fruit and cheese placed before us.  If nothing else, we got a good snack before leaving.

      “This reminds me of your place,” Mama commented.

      I looked at my watch.   As tense as I was, a glass of champagne would have been better.

      “Baby, trust Emma.”  She covered my hand with hers.  Every time she does that, it calms me.

      “Mama, I know Grams is trying to be helpful, but...”

      The door flung open and an average height, curvy, brown skinned woman in a black Armani dress and killer red leopard Valentino Rock Stud sling-backs walked in.  “I’m sorry about making you wait,” she apologized.

      “That’s okay.”

      She walked over and shook my hand.  “You must be Alexandra.”  She smiled.  “You look exactly as Miss Emma described.  Plus she emailed me your picture.  She thought it would help me pull some things for you in advance.  And you must be Mrs. Miller.  You’re as beautiful as she described.”

      “I’m sorry, Miss...”  Something about her demeanor seemed familiar.

      “Avery Logan.”  She sat down in the cream slipper chair across from us and crossed her legs.  “So, how do you see yourself on your wedding day?”

      “Avery, as I told Grams, I’m not a bridal sample size, and I need to get a dress today with minimal alterations.”  I wanted to leave, but I felt she’d probably call Grams before we could get to the door.

      She smiled.  “Uh-huh.  So how do you see yourself on your wedding day?”

      It was like she hadn’t heard a thing I said.  Let me just get this over with, and prove to her and Grams this wasn’t going to work.  “I know I don’t want to look like a walking fluff ball.  I’m a little too short and too mature for a princess ball gown,  which makes this search a little more challenging.”

      She nodded.  “I agree.  Would you like another mimosa or a glass of champagne?” she asked.

      I know this ploy.   Ply the customer with refreshments and then they’ll be putty in your hand.  “Champagne would be nice, thank you,” Mama quickly accepted.

      Avery pressed a button on her phone and began to speak.  “Regina, please bring a bottle of champagne and the racks, thank you.”  She looked up and smiled.  “So, let me explain what I do.  Unlike most bridal salons, my samples are a little larger.  I understand last minute weddings and curvy women.  Having gotten married rather quickly and being a size ten, twelve, with a full bosom and a butt, it was a challenge.”  She smiled.

      “Oh.”  I was dumbfounded.

      “When Miss Emma called this morning, she told me you needed my help.  Along with your picture, she forwarded this description, ‘My future grand-daughter needs a spectacular wedding gown for her wedding on Friday.  Unlike his first wife and that tall skinny woman Moses was engaged to, she’s a petite, beautiful woman with curves.  Make sure she doesn’t hide her figure.  I have it on good authority, Moses loves her figure.’  So I have my orders.”

      Not only was I ashamed I didn’t trust Grams, I was embarrassed Moses described me like that to her.  “I’m sorry.  It’s just...”

      “I know exactly who you are and I’ve been to your Atlanta store.”

      Now, I’m really embarrassed.   “You know Moses?” I asked.

      “We go way back.  I did the same thing he and Keith did.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “To quote my mother, I married a man outside of my social circle.”  She smiled.  “Jeremiah, is from Alabama.  We met when he was in town on business.  I was meeting friends for dinner and they were late.  We shared an appetizer, wine, and some great conversation.  I loved listening to him talk. His southern accent was very refreshing.  I hated leaving him when my friends arrived.  Later that evening when the bill came, I discovered he’d paid it and left a note, asking me to join him the following evening for dinner.  He was here over four months and we spent all his free time together.”

      “Sort of like Moses and me.”

      “I thought when he went home that would be the end of us, but he proposed and gave me thirty days to plan our wedding.”

      “Wow.  How long have you been married?”  I sipped my mimosa.

      “We’ve been happily married five and a half years.  There weren’t too many options for my figure, and I knew I wasn’t the only woman with this challenge.  Contrary to what you’ve heard, not every society princess is a size zero.  I like to eat,” she laughed.  “I opened the salon as a result of trying to find a dress.”

      I smiled.  She was nice and funny, and reminded me a little of Chloe and Taylor.  I think Grams was trying to find me a friend as well as a wedding gown.

      “I told you to trust Emma,” Mama patted my arm.  “Tell me Avery, what do you have for my baby girl?”

      Just then, there was a knock on the door. “Come in,” Avery called. The door opened and a young Asian woman walked in with a bottle of champagne, followed by a tall, dark young man pulling a rolling rack filled with wedding gowns.  “Thank you, Jade.  Solomon, we’ll start here.  Thank you.”  Both assistants exited and closed the door.  “We are very discreet and respect our clients’ privacy.  Miss Emma told me you are trying to keep your wedding very private and intimate.  We’ll make sure your dress is delivered as discreetly as possible.”

      I jumped up and started plowing through the rack.  These weren’t normal fantasy wedding gowns. These were fantasy gowns.  I started rattling off some familiar names.  “Lanvin, Marchesa, Gucci, Temperley, Oscar, Carolina, Lela, Elie, Zuhair, Naeem...is that a Zac?”  I turned and looked at her with my mouth open.  “I knew some of these designers did bridal, but...”

      “Let me explain.  I only stock designer and couture bridal, as well as whatever I see every season that I think would be a beautiful wedding gown.”

      “Now I get it.”  Another knock on the door and Solomon entered with another rack of gowns.

      “I also design a small collection once a year.  Those I stock in two sample sizes.  I know what Miss Emma and Moses want, but what do you want?”  She looked at me, waiting on an answer.

      I tossed my head back, looking for a suitable answer.  After a few seconds, I lowered my head and answered.  “I know I want to be comfortable and I want to be the most beautiful bride I can be.  Does that make any sense?”

      Mama stepped in.  “Please forgive my daughter.  She’s not used to being on this side of the dressing room.  My son-in-law says she’s the most beautiful, sexiest, confident woman he knows.  I’ve heard him say it’s all in her walk.  Does that help?”  She smiled.

      “Mama!”  I’d reached a new level of embarrassment.  “I’m sorry, Avery.”

      She smiled.  “I understand.  My husband said it was my hips that got his attention.”  They laughed.  “Thank God, he’s a butt man.”

      “So you know what I’m dealing with?”

      “Exactly.”  She stood up.  “Tell you what, I’m going to give you and your mom some time.  Put the yeses on the empty rack in the corner.  I’ll be back in about twenty minutes.”

      “Thank you.”  She left and closed the door behind her.

      My head was spinning.  Everything was happening so fast, but talking to Avery helped.  Mama stood next to me, silent.  “Isn’t she funny?”

      “Yes.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      I took a deep breath and made my confession, “Everything is moving so fast.”

      “Isn’t this what you wanted?” she asked.

      “Yes, but—”

      “Baby girl, I know how you feel about Moses, and I know how he feels about you.”

      “Apparently.”  I laughed.

      “If you want to wait, I don’t see where that would be a problem.”

      “I don’t want to wait.”

      “Then what is it?”

      “I don’t know.”  I sighed.

      “Sounds like pre-wedding jitters.”

      “I’m not nervous about marrying Moses.  It was my idea to get married on Friday.”

      “I think you might be overwhelmed.”

      “Overwhelmed?”

      “Yes. I think you knew this would happen, you just didn’t think it would happen so soon.”

      “Soon?  If you call sixteen months soon.”  I pulled out another dress and placed it on the “yes” rack.

      “You came here hoping Moses would accept your apology, and you’d pick up where you left off.  Within a year you’d be engaged and about six months to a year later you’d get married.”

      “Exactly.”

      She smiled and shook her head.  “God doesn’t work like that.  He has His own plan.  I know you.  You spent the entire flight laying your plan out to God.”  She looked at me smiling.  “He heard you, but He already had it worked out.  He was just waiting on you.”

      “That’s what Moses said he’s been doing.”  She kissed me on the forehead.

      “Besides, if I wasn’t sure this was right, I wouldn’t have told Moses to go get you.”
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